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      Dear Reader,

      Love is the truest magic and the most fulfilling fantasy. Thank you for coming along on this journey as I share the tale of the Treasure of Paragon, nine exiled royal dragon shifters destined to find love and their way home.

      There are three things you can expect from a Genevieve Jack novel: magic will play a key role, unexpected twists are the norm, and love will conquer all.

      Keep in touch to stay in the know about new releases, sales, and giveaways.

      
        
        Join my VIP reader group

        Sign up for my newsletter

      

      

      
        
        Now, let’s spread our wings (or at least our pages) and escape together!

      

      

      
        
        Genevieve Jack
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      Gabriel Blakemore was running out of time, which was laughable considering time had never meant anything to him in the past. As an immortal dragon, his life thus far had flowed like an endless river, each new day guaranteed by the last. Not anymore. He thumbed the emerald ring on his finger. Already the curse at its center gave the jewel the appearance of a cat’s eye in bright light, a thin black pupil visible at the center of the green. His affliction was spreading.

      Hunched over the seventeenth-century Spanish baroque desk in his office at Blakemore’s Antiques, he sifted through the stack of papers in front of him, praying for a savior, anyone who had the slightest potential for breaking the curse. None of the candidates seemed powerful enough. He needed more options.

      Anxiously, he tugged at the bond connecting him to his manservant. Richard appeared at the door to his office almost immediately, carrying a stack of papers that he squared on the desk in front of Gabriel. “More for you.”

      Gabriel nodded at the man. Impeccably dressed, as always, in a pinstripe three-piece suit, Richard had proved a crucial asset these days, researching magical options when Gabriel could not. Gabriel had bought the former slave’s freedom in 1799, a wise choice. Not only had Richard become a close friend over the centuries, he’d retained a sharp wit and an eye for detail.

      The man dusted off his hands before rubbing his sternum. “You don’t need to scream down the bond, you know. I’m in the next room. I want to find a cure as much as you do.”

      Gabriel grunted.

      “Are all dragons as friendly and chipper as you, or was I just lucky to be bonded to the best of them?” Richard folded into the chair across the desk, throwing a lanky arm across its back.

      “How are sales today?” Gabriel asked, ignoring the man’s gibe. He hadn’t meant to cause Richard discomfort, but he didn’t plan to apologize for it either. Not when the situation was so dire.

      “Strong enough that if we all live another year, we can throw one hell of a party,” Richard said. “How’s that plan coming along? You find a way for us to do that? Live another year? There must be something here. For God’s sake, we live in the voodoo capital of America, the home and burial place of Marie Laveau herself.”

      A whiff of cinnamon and molasses curled off Gabriel’s coffee, and he took a long, steadying drink. “Marie would roll over in her tomb if she knew who was running this city now.” New Orleans was brimming with humans claiming to have supernatural abilities. Liars, most of them. Unfortunately, the voodoo priestess who’d cast the curse on his ring was the real thing, and she did not take prisoners. Anyone left with true power in the city was either on her side or too afraid to oppose her.

      Gabriel snorted. Three hundred years in this realm, only to be turned to stone by the jealous rage of a woman who couldn’t take no for an answer.

      The thought made his fingers drum against the desk. Tap-tap-tap. Always in threes. The compulsion to tap was so strong when it hit him, not doing so resulted in pain. Muscle tremors ran the length of his arms and hands. He flipped his thumb against the corner of the paper nearest him, hoping it would curb the impulse.

      Richard frowned at his fidgeting. “You should rest, Gabriel. It’s getting worse. This is the third time this morning.”

      “Soon.”

      “That’s what you said an hour ago.”

      Gabriel pulled the pile of papers toward him. His hands cramped with the effort, and the stack spilled across the walnut desk. He cursed, but the word caught in his throat. A woman’s picture had been revealed in the collapse, instantly catching his eye. He lifted the folded newspaper to get a better look.

      Enchanting. That was the only way to describe her. He couldn’t look away. The woman had eyes the color of deep water and curly black hair as wild as the hint of trouble she carried in her smile. He had the sudden intense desire to kiss away that lopsided grin and further tangle that hair. Where had such an urge come from? A dragon like Gabriel didn’t often find himself drawn to human women. He closed his eyes and gave his head a well-deserved shake.

      “Who is this?” he demanded.

      Richard leaned over the desk in order to get a better look, and Gabriel turned the article in his direction. Richard groaned. “That, my friend, is a long shot.”
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      Ravenna Tanglewood opened her eyes to darkness. She blinked and blinked again, but the eyelid flutter didn’t seem to help. This was new. While she’d slept, an irregular blotch had formed in her vision, partially obstructing her view. Now it painted itself like black ink against the sterile white walls of her hospital room.

      A Rorschach test, she thought. What did she see in it? An oil slick. A dark cumulus cloud. A rough joke told by her brain cancer.

      Cancer. That fucking bitch.

      The aroma of this morning’s half-eaten eggs and the tang of antiseptic brought her fully awake. She was in the exact same place she’d been every day for the past three months: the hospice at Ochsner Medical Center in New Orleans. Only the last time she’d drifted off, there wasn’t a stain obstructing half her field of vision.

      She rolled her head and the dark splotch followed, blotting out the left side of the room. She closed her eyes again, counted to ten. No change. Damn, that couldn’t be good.

      Through her working eye, she watched her mother sleep in the chair next to the bed; she at least was the same as Raven had left her. A Cosmo was sprawled across her mother’s lap as if she’d drifted off midsentence. Though now that Raven looked more closely, the lifestyle magazine was wrapped around a disturbingly worn copy of Surviving Divorce by Amy Dickerman, PhD. Raven winced. So her father’s pronounced absence had come to this. Or maybe it was a preemptive read, a talisman against the inevitable. As far as she knew, her parents had only separated—the burden of her illness giving rise to separate bank accounts, separate bedrooms, separate lives—in that order. Her care had become an act of full-time charity her father could not abide.

      As usual, her mom was bearing the parental weight alone this morning, although the chair beside her held her older sister Avery’s rosary. When had she dug that thing up? Raven hadn’t seen the likes of it since their aunt had gifted it to her for her first communion. Avery had never been the praying type. Leave it to death to bring out the inner Falwell in everyone.

      Did she think she could pray the cancer away? Raven snorted at the thought. Pull the plug. That’s what she’d say if she had a say, and if she were plugged in to anything more than Mr. Drippy, her full-time fluid and drug-delivery companion. So far, she could breathe on her own and swallow, unlike the man across the hall. Stopped the vent, she’d heard the nurses whisper.

      Lucky bastard.

      “Hey, beautiful,” Dr. Freemont said.

      Raven rolled her head back to center, then slightly to the left so she could see him clearly out of her good eye. Dr. Freemont was a balding, portly man whose gray temples gave away his advanced age. Still, he was more fun than his stodgy contemporaries. She liked him.

      “Hey, ugly,” she responded, although the words sounded choked off and raspy.

      His bushy silver brows sank over his bulbous nose. “What’s this about? You’re holding your head at an angle. Raven, can you look at me straight on?”

      “No,” she drawled. “Dark.” Every word was like lifting a two-ton boulder from the depths of her skull and carrying it through a labyrinth of synapses to finally hoist over her lips. It was exhausting.

      Dr. Freemont placed one hand gently on her head, then drew a penlight from his pocket. He swung it in front of her right eye, then her left, where the light disappeared inside the dark fog.

      “Squeeze my fingers,” he commanded, touching her right hand. She did as he asked, then wondered why he never placed his fingers in her left, although he’d walked to that side of the bed. Or maybe he had. She could no longer feel that hand.

      As Dr. Freemont continued his assessment, she noticed a trend. Her left side wasn’t working. Not just her eye, but also her shoulder, her hand, her thigh, all the way to her pinky toe. Numb. Dead. She was dying in halves.

      “Why?” she demanded, but she knew.

      “The tumor,” he said simply. “The pressure in your brain.” He kept speaking, but Raven’s mind couldn’t keep up with his medical explanation. She did catch the word stroke. It didn’t matter. They wouldn’t treat her for it anyway.

      “Donate?” she asked.

      Half cloaked in shadow, his face turned grim and he lowered his voice. “Yes. The cancer is only in your brain. You’ll be able to donate your organs. It’s all arranged.” His voice was funny, and she wondered if he was lying. Normally Dr. Freemont didn’t talk to his patients much about organ donation, but she’d pressed him about it early on. For her, it was a light at the end of the tunnel. Every time he reassured her of her donation status, her heart leaped a little. She’d do something with this life. Leave a part of herself behind that mattered.

      If he was lying, she didn’t want to know the truth.

      “Long?” she asked. He knew what she meant. How long until she died? They’d been at this for over five years on and off. Through railroad spikes of pain that left her begging for someone to bash her head in. Months of chemo that turned her inside out. There was nothing left to try. There would be no more chemo. No more surgeries. Raven wanted to live, but if living wasn’t possible, she would settle for being free.

      His pale eyes met hers, and he gripped her fingers on the right where she could feel his reassurance. “Not long now.”

      Not long now. She tried her best to smile. “Good.”

      Her mother roused, her magazine-wrapped book falling from her lap and clattering to the floor. “Oh! Doctor. Excuse me. I must have drifted off. How is she?”

      When he turned to look at her, his eyes glossier than usual, his face changed. A mask slipped into place, clinical and authoritative. Raven rolled her head on her pillow to see her mother, and the dark splotch swallowed most of Dr. Freemont’s head. She couldn’t see anything above his shoulders when he answered.

      “I would never put an expiration date on your daughter, Mrs. Tanglewood… Sarah. We both know how strong she is.”

      “Yes, I know. This one came out fighting.” Her mother still believed Raven could beat this thing.

      She was wrong.

      “Raven’s comfort measures are working. We’ll maintain the course.” He straightened as if he might leave.

      Raven squeezed his hand. “Do it,” she said. It was the best part of her day. She wouldn’t let him leave without giving it to her.

      He turned an impassive expression toward her, half light and half dark as she looked at him straight on. “I have no idea what you are talking about, Raven.” The corner of his mouth twitched.

      With whatever part of her face was still working, she sent him the sternest glare she could muster.

      Raising one eyebrow, he backed up a few steps and glanced into the hall. “You know, I don’t do this for all my patients. Only for you.”

      She smiled lopsidedly.

      He removed his white lab coat, cleared his throat, and glanced again at the door. There was no one out there. Ceremoniously, he wrapped his coat around Mr. Drippy, holding the neck in place with one hand and gripping the sleeve with the other. He squared his shoulders.

      “I get no drip from champagne…,” he began to sing, deep and throaty, in the style of Frank Sinatra. He swayed with her IV pole as much as the length of the tubes leading to the port in her chest would allow. “Mere Toradol doesn’t move me at all, but morphine and fentanyl too… Yes, I get a drip out of you.” He cradled the screen of the IV pole and dipped it below his round belly, careful not to upset the hanging medications. His lips puckered in an air-kiss toward the screen.

      Raven couldn’t help it. She started to laugh. Her mother did too, which made her laugh even harder. As always, the sight of that normally stiff and paunchy man dancing with her IV pole tickled something deep inside her, something that bitch cancer hadn’t ruined yet. She laughed and laughed until her throat constricted like the valve of a pinched balloon.

      Her laugh turned into a cough and then a wheeze.

      Dr. Freemont stopped singing.

      The next moment he was leaning over her, his pale hands gently shaking her shoulders, and she realized she’d been unconscious. Not long, judging by the look on his surprised face.

      “Welcome back,” he murmured. He was half dark again.

      “That’s never happened before,” her mother said nervously.

      “That’s just Raven’s body telling us she needs rest,” he said. “I’ll leave you to it.” He removed his lab coat from Mr. Drippy and shrugged it on before nodding his goodbye.

      “Well, that sounded promising,” Mom said after he was gone. “You just need more rest.” She stood up and tucked Raven in, her face positively glowing with denial.

      Raven adjusted her head so her good eye was pointed at the door. Not long now, he’d said.

      That was the day cancer stole her laugh. It was the last time the doctor sang for her. The last time she was awake long enough to ask him to. There were flashes of color and light, the feel of anointing oil crossed on her forehead and wrists as prayers were whispered over her, Avery’s rosary dangling from her fingertips above her chest, Dr. Freemont’s humorless face as he answered her mother’s questions. But most of the following days consisted of darkness.

      Until, one night, he came for her.
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      Death stood at the end of Raven’s bed, looming and dark, and she welcomed him with open arms. Open arm. Only her right was under her control. Oh, how she longed to be free of her broken body.

      If any part of her had questioned the true identity of her visitor, the skepticism was short-lived. The aura of the supernatural surrounded him. Raven’s first clue was his suit, or rather that he wasn’t wearing scrubs. An eternity had passed since someone who wasn’t a medical professional or close family had entered her hospice room. Her own father didn’t come anymore. It was too sad. A lost cause.

      Death’s miraculous presence aside, there were stranger things about his visit. Her IV had stopped dripping. Mr. Drippy’s digital face was frozen, the impossibly full belly of her next drop of morphine hovering by a silver thread at the center of the machine’s plastic chamber. She shot a glance toward her mother, hoping for an explanation, but the woman was motionless and rigid, staring, catatonic, toward the darkened hospital windows. The clock had stopped. Midnight.

      Raven’s time had finally come.

      She took stock of the man who must be Death, the new growth of her hair rustling against the scratchy pillowcase as she turned her head. It was the only sound in an otherwise silent room. Under the fluorescent lights, she studied him. This was the one who would carry her home? He wasn’t what she’d expected.

      Death was a babe.

      Dark. Brooding. Heavy boned and unshaven. There was something handsome about him nonetheless, alluring enough for her failing body to send her a flicker of desire, something she hadn’t felt in over a year. It was the eyes, black eyes that seemed to burn into her, with flecks of red and mahogany that radiated from pitch-black pupils. His substantial eyebrows were too full to be considered conventionally attractive, but they balanced a generous nose and lower jaw that had no use for frivolity. He was olive-skinned, full-lipped, and big. Really big. Professional wrestler big. Although, based on his sunken cheeks and long, tapered fingers, she got the sense he could be bigger, like he was perpetually hungry.

      “Ravenna Tanglewood?” he asked, his voice lined with charcoal and grit. A Clint Eastwood voice. A burning voice. Was he taking her to hell? A whiff of campfire drifted past her nose as he neared. That was one thing cancer hadn’t taken from her, her sense of smell. And he smelled like the fall, like oak leaves and pumpkin pie, like smoke and old print.

      “Yes.” Her voice was nonexistent, mostly lips and breath doing the work.

      “You are this Ravenna Tanglewood.” He removed a folded newspaper from his breast pocket. The pages crinkled in his grip. He thrust it toward her.

      A large emerald ring on his right pointer finger glinted in the light, and she had trouble looking away from it to focus on what he was asking her. Eventually though, she zeroed in on the story he was showing her. It was an article by a reporter from the Tulane Hullabaloo. Psychic Student Saves Family. She blinked slowly, confused. Why would Death care about a piece of gossipy journalism?

      Before the doctors had discovered her brain tumor, she had experienced a premonition. She’d been doing laundry when a vision of her parents’ pub completely engulfed in flames brought her to her knees. Neither her father nor mother took her vision seriously, but for some reason, her sister Avery did. Avery’s resulting tantrum led to the purchase of a brand-new fire extinguisher. A few nights later, an inexperienced cook set his apron down too close to the grill and the strings caught fire. Her father reached for the old extinguisher first. It didn’t work. Thankfully the new one did, and consequently her father was able to save the pub and the people in it.

      It didn’t mean Raven was psychic. Dr. Freemont had explained that the tumor in her brain, with its octopus-like tentacles infiltrating her gray matter, was connecting different areas of her mind, making her exceptionally intuitive. She’d subconsciously noticed the expiration date on the extinguisher, and her brain had produced the vision accordingly. It was the cancer, not anything weird or unusual. The newspaper story was a bit of flamboyant reporting by a friend who hoped to use the piece to attract readers to a fund-raiser meant to help with her medical expenses, nothing more.

      Death tapped his finger against the newspaper impatiently, the massive green emerald glowing like a star. “Well, is this you?”

      She licked her lower lip and nodded. He slid the paper back inside his jacket. Exhausted from the effort of responding, she closed her eyes and prayed silently, Take me. Please take me.
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      Gabriel stood at the end of the hospital bed, using every ounce of willpower he had to restrain himself. When Richard had suggested the girl was a long shot, he wasn’t kidding. She was more dead than alive, a porcelain doll he was afraid to startle for fear of breaking her. Still, there was something… alluring about her, the same as when he’d seen her picture. Deep within his chest, a primal urge to heal and protect demanded his attention.

      He hadn’t felt anything like it in his five hundred years. Not for a human anyway. Perhaps the feeling bore a close resemblance to when he found a rare and priceless item for his collection. Yes, that was it.

      She appeared nothing like the picture he’d seen. The only way to describe her now was haunting. The bones of her cheeks protruded as if her skeleton was battling her skin for rights to the surface. Ravenna Tanglewood was death, propped in a bed like a body on display. Above thin lips and a gently curved nose, her blue eyes bulged from her skull, dull and rheumy. Those damned eyes were nothing short of pleading. His chest ached. If she refused his offer, it would haunt him the rest of his days.

      He stepped closer to her. Was that night-blooming jasmine? The scent was faint, but he could smell it on her skin. “Is it true you were an anthropology major with a minor in history? Honors student?”

      A grunt came from deep within her throat, a warm wet trail of saliva coursing down her lower cheek. Her throat contracted and relaxed, but she seemed unable to form words. He hissed. Damn human hospitals. This was torture. What type of creatures left their females to die like this?

      He could wait no more. Already the curse on his ring was weakening his magic. His skin felt thick, like he might turn to stone from the inside out at any moment. He tapped his fingers, exactly three times each against his thumb. Tap-tap-tap. Tap-tap-tap. It was the only thing that helped, the only thing that reminded him he could still move. His magic wasn’t completely gone. Not yet.

      Still, if he was to save her, he must do so soon.

      “I see,” he said. “I would like to offer you a job, Ms. Tanglewood. It is hard work. You’ll have to learn quickly and take the initiative.”

      She stared at him blankly. He wondered what she must be thinking, if she could think at all. It was possible her brain was as wasted as her body. From what he’d read, she had brain cancer. Even with magical intervention, there might not be enough left in her head for her to consent. And she must consent. He would not bind her if she didn’t. To do so would be to divest himself of any remaining honor he still bore in his wasting body.

      He approached her bedside and gently laid his hand on her chest. Those too-big eyes locked onto him. Her heart pounded against his palm. Her expression pleaded for death, but her heart begged for life.

      “Ravenna, do you consent? Do you agree to work for me?”

      Her eyebrows dipped and her chin twitched as if she didn’t quite understand what he was proposing. A tear escaped the corner of her eye. He wiped it away.

      “Say yes, little one,” he said. “I cannot bear to see you like this a moment more.”

      Her eyes widened. “Yes,” she mouthed.

      He smiled weakly. “Praise the Mountain.”

      As he held her stare, he removed his hand from her chest, the storm of magic brewing within him. His ring glowed brighter as he drew his power to the surface, the dragon within barely contained inside his human form. Opening his jaw wide, he reached deep into his mouth, his large hand wedging itself between his teeth. He heard her gasp as the sound of tearing flesh filled the room. Gabriel grunted. He was likely scaring her, but it could not be avoided. This was part of the transition. The faster she came to terms with what was happening here, the better.

      A spurt of crimson blood beaded on his bottom lip as the tooth materialized, clutched between his fingers. He tugged a handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed at the blood, then held the tooth up to the light. It was thin. Pointed. With a long root still bloody from the extraction. Clearly not a human tooth.

      “Never gets easier,” he murmured.

      Beside him, Ravenna trembled. Her arms were covered in gooseflesh. He had to soothe her, to do something to comfort her before she had a heart attack. He closed his hand and drew on the magic of the ring. When he opened it again in front of her mouth, there was no tooth, only a slim white pill.

      “Swallow,” he commanded.

      She must do this now. They were running out of time, her life fading in front of him, his magic sputtering under the weight of the curse. He scooped an arm behind her shoulders and lifted. Her lips parted like a baby bird’s, and he dropped the pill to the back of her throat. She gurgled, coughed. He raised her head higher. Her throat bobbed and the choking stopped.

      Oh, how beautiful it was shining through her stomach. The red light spread through her torso and to the ends of her limbs, warming her flesh from within. And all the time, she lay helpless against his arm, staring at him with unrestrained wonder, that jasmine scent of hers growing stronger. It made him feel like a god to hold her like this, to know that he’d given her what she needed to heal, to survive.

      He watched her chest rise and fall with the first deep breath she’d taken since he’d arrived.

      “What did you give me?” she asked, and this time the words were strong and true, more than the breathy whispers he’d gotten before. Good.

      His shoulders slumped. The magic had taken its toll. He must get home to rest.

      He brought his face close to hers. “Rest. Recover. You’re no use to me like this. We are bound now. I will know when you are ready.” He pressed his lips to her forehead and lowered her to the bed.

      Her mouth worked soundlessly, as if she couldn’t find the words for all the questions she longed to ask.

      The rhythmic beep of her heart monitor started again, and a drop of morphine fell within the chamber of her IV. As he left her side and the room, he prayed to the Mountain that he’d chosen wisely. Ravenna Tanglewood was his last chance.
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      “Raven? Raven?”

      Raven opened her eyes to find her mother and Avery looming over her. Her sister’s fingers trembled on the bedrail, and her expression was somewhere on the road between concerned and amazed.

      “She’s awake,” Avery said. “Mom? What’s going on?”

      Light washed through the windows behind Avery, framing her long, curly black hair. Raven thought it gave her a halo. Flattering. She was glowing. Filled with light. Brimming with it. An angel at her bedside. Raven’s mom didn’t look quite as heavenly. Nauseous maybe, but not heavenly.

      “Can you hear me?” Mom asked, stressing each syllable in a loud, clear tone.

      Raven smacked her lips, her mouth as dry as a stone. “Of course I can hear you. You’re screaming at me.”

      The women gasped, staring at each other and then at her in marked confusion.

      “I’ll get the doctor.” Avery bustled from the room.

      “I need water,” Raven said. Her lips were thick and chapped, and her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. Her eyes roved to where her bedside table used to be, but it was pushed against the wall, wiped down and out of the way. Mr. Drippy was still there, but when she glanced at the port in her chest, her tubes were no longer attached.

      “We think you disconnected it,” Mom said with a wince. “In your sleep. I was about to call a nurse when you rolled over and opened your eyes.”

      Raven tried to lick her lips again.

      “I’ll get you some water.” Mom looked frantically for the hospice-issued cup, then reached behind her and pulled a water bottle from her purse. “Here, have mine.” Hands shaking, she twisted off the cap and chucked it behind her where it bounced and rolled across the linoleum floor. She slipped her arm under Raven’s shoulders to tip her head up and brought the water to her lips.

      The first swallow caught in her throat, sending her into a fit of coughing. Her mother frowned but gave her another sip. This one she managed to get down. If sunlight had a flavor, this would be it. She almost moaned. Her mom pulled the bottle away to give her air.

      Raven’s breath stank. Her limbs felt like dead weight. But in shaky increments she raised both hands to her mother’s wrist and pulled the bottle back toward her mouth. She drained it dry in a matter of seconds.

      “More,” Raven rasped.

      “Yes. I’ll get you more. Something more. Juice.” Her mother pounded the call button with her finger and screamed. “We need juice in here now!” By the urgency in her voice, Raven thought the perpetuation of modern society balanced on her mother’s ability to provide her with juice.

      “Mom, it’s okay. I’m sure they’re co-ming.” Her voice cracked.

      Mom’s face fell. She swallowed. “How are you feeling?”

      Raven stared and stared at her mother, memorizing every contour of her beautiful, sleep-deprived face, a face that looked far older than it should have at her age. The dark cloud that had plagued her vision was completely gone. Nothing obstructed her view. “I can see you.”

      “Oh, Raven.” In a rush of hands, elbows, and shoulders, her mom hugged her, and with what little strength Raven had, she hugged back.

      Dr. Freemont charged into the room, Avery at his side, and came up short. His eyes were wide as saucers, his face paling. “When did this happen?”

      “She disconnected her IV and rolled onto her side,” her mother said, rubbing Raven’s shoulder supportively.

      “Raven?” He approached the bed, his eyes raking the length of her body, assessing her as only a doctor could. Did he notice her left pupil constricting in time with her right? The way she clutched the blanket with both hands?

      “It must have been your singing,” Raven said, a slow, lazy smile stretching across her face.

      He laughed, pulling his penlight from his pocket. The further he got with his assessment, the harder he shook his head. “I’m going to order a PET scan.”

      Raven understood what that was for. He wanted to check how much of the tumor was left in her head. Her recovery might be temporary, the eye of a hurricane. Her concern must have shown on her face, because Dr. Freemont squeezed her hand.

      “The rules of the game have changed, Raven. Don’t plan your next move until we know where all the pieces are, okay?” He winked.

      Raven didn’t have to wait long for radiology to come and get her. According to the nurses, she was a star, a hospital celebrity with an all-access pass to have any tests her doctor ordered. Before long, she found herself propped in a wheelchair in the PET scan room, staring at cottony blue images of her internal organs.

      “Totally normal,” Dr. Freemont said. “Not a single tumor.” His mouth gaped like a fish.

      “What about my stomach?” she asked slowly. “Is there anything in my stomach?”

      He dug his hands in his pockets. “No…” He narrowed his eyes. “You had brain cancer. Why would you ask about something in your stomach?”

      “I saw a man,” Raven said. “In my room last night. I think he healed me.”

      “A man… In your room?” Dr. Freemont turned from the PET scan to look at her directly.

      “He was dark. With… fire in his eyes. I thought he was Death. He fed me his tooth.”

      Dr. Freemont blinked rapidly. “Spontaneous recovery is a reality, Raven. It’s rare, extremely rare, but it happens. The body finds a way. It cures itself.” He sighed. “Our brains have a funny way of making sense of the things that happen to us. I had one patient who was sure there were fairies in her room. She smelled lilies constantly.” His pale eyes studied her face. “You saw a man. You saw him. He existed to you. But he also may have been created by you. Consider the possibility that your mind used a vision to process this monumental healing that occurred.”

      “That makes sense.” She nodded slowly. “It just seemed so real.”

      Raven stared at the equipment behind Dr. Freemont and convinced herself that the stranger, the tooth, and the bargain she’d struck were hallucinations cooked up by her healing brain. It was a reasonable explanation, although a small part of her wished it wasn’t true. The man had been without a doubt the most intriguing person she’d ever met. Intense and powerful. When he’d been in the room with her, she’d felt safe, even in the face of her impending death. It had been years since she’d experienced that sense of security, even longer since someone had found her interesting. He’d looked at her like she was something precious, something worth saving. It made sense that he wasn’t real. He was too perfect to be real.

      Dr. Freemont squatted beside her chair. “You are healthy, Raven. It’s going to take time and rehabilitation to strengthen your body. You’ve been in bed for a long time. I can’t guarantee this will last or explain exactly how we got here. But here we are.”

      A smile spread across her exhausted lips. “Will you do me a favor? Before you take me back to my room and tell my family all this?”

      “What?”

      “Take me outside. Just for a few minutes.”

      He grabbed the handles of her wheelchair and rolled her to the elevators. A floor up, they surged past the front desk and out the front entrance. Raven’s body ached, not from illness but from her lengthy immobility, but every painful bump was worth it when they finally broke from the shadow of the hospital.

      Warmth spread across her exposed skin. It was early September in New Orleans, sunny and bright. The heat wrapped around her, a heavy blanket of moist air. Raven turned her face toward the sun and stared into a clear blue sky.

      Beautiful. So damn beautiful. With one puffy baby cloud floating by to say hello. She pulled a deep breath of fresh air into her lungs. Tears burst through the dam of her eyelids and she sobbed. She didn’t even try to hold back. Dr. Freemont, to his credit, said nothing. He just handed her a tissue. Raven wasn’t sure, but she thought maybe he was crying too.

      She was free, and she swore by all that was holy that she would never allow herself to be a prisoner, to illness or anything else, ever again.
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      “Raven, hurry, we’re going to miss Joan of Arc!” Avery tugged at her hand, weaving through the crowd on the sidewalk of Chartres Street.

      Twelfth Night, the kickoff of Mardi Gras season, was upon them, and Raven was more than happy to celebrate with her sister at the parade, one of the few that took place in the French Quarter. Only, speed was not her strong point. It had been a little over four months since she’d miraculously recovered from brain cancer. Four months of physical therapy, slowly building up her strength from barely making it to the bathroom when she had to go, to walking up the steps to her second-floor apartment, to five minutes on the treadmill, then ten. She’d graduated this week. That meant she was free to do any sort of activity she liked. It didn’t mean it was easy.

      She told her legs to walk faster. Still she fell behind.

      Avery circled back. “It’s okay. You’re doing great.”

      “I’m trying,” she said.

      The street smelled of beer and bodies and the crisp scent of New Orleans winter underneath it all. Approaching drums and trumpets brought a cheer from the crowd. Avery squeezed close enough to the curb so they could peek through shoulders to see. Two tall men noticed they were height challenged and allowed them to move to the front. Not that it was any inconvenience to the pair. Both men had at least six inches on her and Avery and could easily see over their heads.

      Raven clapped as the band passed, their red tunics standing out against the gold and white of Joan of Arc as she followed on her horse. The sound of trumpets rose in the distance. “This is amazing, Avery. I can’t believe how many of these I’ve missed.”

      “We’ll make up for lost time. I promise. There’s a Randazzo king cake at home with your name on it.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      “Actually, if you’re up for it, I thought we could stop for a drink after this.” Avery glanced her way, and Raven got the distinct impression her sister had an ulterior motive. At only a year apart, the sisters had been close their entire lives. Raven could always tell when Avery had a bee in her bonnet about something.

      “Sure,” Raven said. If Avery was buying drinks, the least she could do was listen.

      As soon as the parade had passed, they walked to the Mahogany Jazz Hall. Small place. Killer lemon-drop martinis. Raven loved the smooth croon of the saxophone and the laughter of her sister as she told stories about her regulars at their family’s pub, the Three Sisters. It seemed there was a local paleontologist from the university who had his eye on her.

      “He asked me if I wanted to come back to his office to look at his bones.”

      Raven snorted. Her sister had never hurt for male attention. She made the Kardashians seem plain with her curvy figure and dark mystique. People used to say Raven resembled her when they were younger, before she developed cancer. Now Raven thought it would be difficult to tell they were related. Unlike Avery’s long, sleek curls, Raven’s hair remained in that awkward growing-out stage. Her chin-length bob frizzed anytime there was an ounce of humidity, a constant in New Orleans. That wasn’t the only difference. Her prolonged illness had left Raven painfully thin. Bony and flat, she’d struggled to put on weight no matter how much she ate. Dr. Freemont had explained that her body had run at a deficit for so long while she was dying that it might take a full year for her to reach and sustain a normal weight.

      “Avery, will you do me a favor? It’s a big one.” Raven played with the stem of her martini glass.

      “Of course,” Avery answered. “What kind of favor? How many drinks will I need to feel good about saying yes?”

      “I want to go kayaking in Manchac Swamp, and I need you to go with me. I can’t drive yet.”

      “Manchac… the haunted swamp with the alligators?” Avery shook her head. “Hell no. Why in the world do you want to do that?”

      “They give tours,” Raven protested. “It’s perfectly safe, especially now when the weather is cool and the gators aren’t moving much.”

      “No,” Avery said, taking another sip. “Why?”

      “I’m finally strong enough. I want to do something… free. I want to feel alive.”

      “Can’t you feel alive on a steamboat cruise?”

      Raven frowned. “No, I can’t. You don’t know what it’s like. I was a prisoner to that bed for months, Avery. Years, if you take out my short remissions. Sometimes I wake up in the middle of the night and I climb up on the roof just because I can, because I can’t stand spending one more minute under those covers. Sometimes I can’t breathe.”

      “You go up on the roof?” Avery seemed genuinely perplexed.

      Raven nodded. “I do. I have to do things I’ve never done before. I have to challenge myself. Life is short, really short. What if the cancer comes back?”

      Avery’s smile faded. “Speaking of challenging yourself, there’s something I need to talk to you about.”

      “Sounds serious.” This was it. Raven had suspected something was coming.

      “Mom and Dad think it’s time you went back to school.”

      “Dad? When did you talk to Dad?” Raven’s miraculous recovery had not been enough to save her parents’ marriage. Her father had divorced her mother and taken a job running a restaurant in the central business district, abandoning the Three Sisters. Her mother had kept the business going with Avery’s help, but Raven could tell it was difficult for her. Raven hadn’t spoken to her father in months. She didn’t care to.

      “Come on, Rave, it’s time. You can’t stay mad at him forever. People get divorced. It’s time to move on.”

      Raven’s stomach tensed and her ears grew hot. “If you think this is about the divorce, you don’t understand anything.”

      “I know he wasn’t at the hospital a lot. Honestly, I wasn’t either. I’m sorry for that…” She trailed off as if she was tempted to say more, make an excuse. She didn’t.

      “You were there,” Raven said. “Maybe not as much as Mom, but a lot. I never blamed you when you weren’t. You’re not my parent. A parent shouldn’t give up on their kid, and they shouldn’t abandon their spouse.”

      Avery sipped her drink, her eyes drifting from Raven’s. “No. He was wrong. Really wrong.”

      “Thank you.”

      “But you should let him apologize.”

      “I’ve noted your opinion on the matter. Here’s what I think of it.” Raven flipped her the middle finger.

      “Nice.” Avery sighed. “So, what about the school idea?”

      “No.”

      “Why not? Aren’t you going to finish your degree?”

      “And have to sit in a classroom or library all day? No. I’ve spent enough days doing things I don’t want to do. I’m alive and I plan to live every day like it’s my last. I want to be outside. I want to see the world. I want to…” She looked up at the ceiling. “I want to fly. I’ve never even been in an airplane.”

      Avery groaned. “You need money to do those things. You had a scholarship to Tulane. Dad thinks you can get it back.”

      There was the rub. Her parents had gone into debt from her medical bills. Her mother had supported her through her recovery, allowing her to share her small apartment with Avery. But Avery worked at the pub and paid rent. Raven had done nothing to contribute for months. This was less about it being time for her to move on and more about it being time for her to chip in.

      “I’ll come to work at the Three Sisters,” Raven said. “No school.”

      Avery leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. “I can’t say we don’t need the help, but at least listen to what Dad has to say about school.”

      Raven responded by finishing off her second drink. She was feeling a little buzzed. It had been a long time since she’d had this much alcohol, and the Mahogany mixed them strong. Not to mention, she was the definition of a lightweight. She placed the empty at the center of the table. Her sister was acting weird, sitting stiffly across from her with her arms crossed. Avery glanced over her shoulder.

      “Don’t be mad,” she said.

      Raven followed her gaze, then did a double take. “Traitor!”

      “It’s time, Raven. Try to find it in your heart to forgive him.” Avery stood.

      “No. No! Sit back down, Avery.”

      Avery shook her head. Raven’s mouth gaped as her father, David, paused to kiss her sister on the cheek and exchange a few words before crossing the bar to sit down in Avery’s abandoned spot across the table.

      “Hello, Raven,” he said. His voice made her cringe.

      “You’re wasting your time. You and Avery shouldn’t have done this,” she said.

      “We haven’t spent any time together since you left the hospital. You won’t take my calls or return my emails. I want us to get beyond this. Avery was my last hope.”

      “If I wasn’t important enough to spend time with while I was in the hospital, why would you want to spend time with me now?” She swayed in her chair, the alcohol doing its dirty work. She didn’t care. It gave her the courage to speak her mind.

      “Come on now!” he said, his weathered face crinkling at the corners. Her father was thin with a thick head of gray hair, but other than that, he hadn’t aged well. His leathery tan and heavily lined face made him look at least ten years older than her mother despite being the same age. “You know it wasn’t like that. There was nothing I could do to help you. What good would it have done for me to sit in that chair all day and all night?”

      “Good? I’ll tell you what good it did me when Mom and Avery remained by my side. It took the edge off the pain. It helped me remember I was more than my cancer. It was the only thing that reminded me I was still a human being.” She played with the tiny napkin under her empty glass, wishing she had another martini for no other reason than the potential to throw it in his face. Emotions swarmed like angry wasps within her.

      “Do you want me to say I’m sorry? Do you want me to apologize?” His eyes connected with hers. “Well, I am sorry. I am sorry, Raven. I should have been stronger. I should have… I should have been there.”

      She couldn’t tell if he was legitimately sorry or just saying the words. Her father didn’t apologize flippantly as a rule, but the sheer aggressiveness with which the words left his mouth made them hard to swallow.

      “Okay,” she said in a tone clearly meant to placate him and nothing more. “Is there anything else?”

      He shifted his jaw. “It’s time for you to move on with your life. I’ve talked with Admissions. Tulane is willing to readmit you. You won’t have to reapply. They’ll make an exception for you, given the circumstances.”

      “You talked to my admissions counselor without me?” Her shoulders tensed, and a muscle in her neck started hurting enough for her to rub it.

      “Someone had to do something, Raven,” he said softly. “You were a straight A student. An honors award recipient. You could finish your degree in a year if you went full-time. Don’t you think it’s time to get back on the horse?”

      Everything he said was true. She knew it in her heart. Finishing her anthropology degree would be the prudent thing to do. It would be what she would tell someone else to do. But the mere thought of sitting in a classroom made her rub the cramp in the back of her neck harder. She’d spent years of her life in and out of a hospital room. Those four white walls might as well have been bars for how much freedom she’d had over herself. And the cage extended beyond the room. Her defunct immune system and constantly fatigued body restricted everything. She hadn’t actually lived most of her adult life. School was just a different type of cage. A classroom all day and studying all night? She couldn’t do it. Not now, maybe not ever again.

      “No,” Raven said firmly.

      He spread his hands. “Everything will be paid for. It’s all covered.”

      “No,” she said again, this time louder and stronger. “I will not go back to school.”

      His hands hung in the air between them like he was expecting to catch something she was throwing. “Be reasonable. You have to do something constructive with your time. How will you keep yourself busy now that all the PT is over?”

      “I want to travel. I was thinking Paris.”

      His eyes narrowed. “A vacation isn’t a career choice. Don’t you think this… break… has gone on long enough?”

      A hot wind of anger whirled like a cyclone between her ears. She squared her shoulders and stood, crossing her arms. “I am twenty-three years old. I’ve spent almost a quarter of my life dying. I can decide for myself when I’ve had enough living. If you’d spent any time at all in that hospital with me, you would know why I am not ready to waste a single moment sitting in a classroom.” Her voice was quiet and steady. Everyone in the bar was staring now. She didn’t care. “You don’t get to tell me what to do. No one gets to tell me what to do ever again.”

      Deliberately, he closed his mouth and then leveled his gaze on her. “You think this is me telling you what to do?” He snorted. “I have a job. Your mother has a job. Avery has a job. You were sick; I get that. But you are not sick anymore. Life goes on. You’re better than this, Raven. The world needs you. It needs your mind. It needs your skills. It needs your heart. You’ve been given a gift. A second chance. A damned miracle! Why are you wasting it?”

      “I—” Raven revved up to hand him his ass on a platter. Didn’t he understand she had a right to some freedom after what she’d been through? All she was asking for was a little understanding. But he cut her off.

      He held up his hands. “You know what? Never mind. I promised your mother I’d talk to you. I talked to you. You’re an adult. Do what you want.”

      “Wait. Mom asked you to talk to me?” A heavy weight settled over her heart.

      “Yeah, she did. I’m not the bad guy you think I am.” He blew out a long breath of air through his nose. “I’m just trying to help you remember what it is to live as if tomorrow isn’t your last day on Earth. What will happen if the cancer doesn’t come back? You could have a long life ahead of you. It’s time to get busy making a future for yourself.”

      Her head was swimming. She couldn’t listen to this right now. Whirling, she headed for the door.

      “Where are you going?” her father called, rising from his seat to come after her. “Let me drive you home.”

      “I’ll take an Uber,” Raven said.

      “Raven… I’m sorry. Don’t leave like this.”

      This time she could tell without a doubt he was sincere. But she wasn’t ready to forgive him. Part of her was gripping her resentment of him like a well-worn baby blanket he’d have to pry from her tantrum-tightened grip. She closed her eyes against a wave of drunkenness and shifted on her feet. “I need time.”

      This he seemed to understand because he sat back down. Raven left alone.
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      The cool night air filled Raven’s lungs as she strode aimlessly along Chartres. Between the argument and the martinis, she felt nauseous. And she’d lied. She didn’t have money for an Uber. Maybe the streetcar though. She’d head in that direction once she sobered up. For now, she chose to walk along Bourbon Street, keen to take in the energy of the people and the lights.

      She milled among the bars and drunken revelers, becoming invisible in the crowd. The night chilled her, even through her light fleece, and she hugged herself against it, but she kept on walking, needing the freedom, the night air. She drifted from Bourbon, from the crowds, from the bars, lost in her own thoughts. How far she’d wandered she wasn’t sure, but she found herself on a dark street in a residential area. Where was she? Likely on the edge of the Quarter by the looks of it. Her head throbbed.

      “Hey. Hey, little lady.”

      She ignored the man yelling from behind her and walked faster, trying to remember where the closest streetcar stop was.

      “You there, little dark-haired chick, where you going?” His tone was crass and didn’t hold the accent of a local.

      She glanced over her shoulder. He looked about thirty and very drunk.

      “Hey, I’m talking to you.” There was a shuffle of footsteps and then a hand clamped around her bicep and turned her roughly. A fog of rum-soaked breath hit her squarely in the face.

      She tried to free herself and failed.

      “You wanna dance?” He forced her against him and swayed to some unheard music.

      “No,” she said, pushing as hard as she could against his chest. “I have to go now.” A more polite response than he deserved. Why was the street so dark? A streetlight was out, she realized. Quickly she tried to turn, to walk away.

      He was on her in an instant. “I asked you to dance. Don’t be a bitch.”

      She struggled, but this time he held her tighter, pinching and hurting. She twisted in his arms. He slid his hands lower to circle her wrists.

      “What do you have there, Mikey?” Another man emerged from between two houses, zipping his fly. He swaggered toward her.

      This was trouble. Warning flags flew in Raven’s head, and she searched for someone, anyone, to call to for help. There was no one. She tried to remember exactly where she was, but she’d been tipsy and angry and hadn’t been paying attention.

      “A new friend,” Mikey blabbered, sending a spray of spit against her cheek.

      “Stop,” she begged. “Leave me alone.” She twisted more forcefully. Already exhausted and still recovering physically, she was easily overcome. The harder she struggled, the more it seemed to incite them.

      The first man grabbed her by the shoulders; the other man moved in fast from behind her.

      “Let me go!” she shouted, but his hand slapped over her mouth.

      “Do it fast, man. I’ll hold her,” the second man said.

      Do what fast? Full panic embraced her. She bit, scratched, and kicked like a wildcat. In her weakened state, she might not be strong enough to overpower them, but she wouldn’t make it easy. By force of pure adrenaline, she managed to twist out of the man’s grip. Unfortunately, the other man’s legs were between hers and she tripped in her effort to escape. Raven fell hard, the side of her head slapping the sidewalk with a sickening hollow thunk.

      The world spun. Warm wet blood trickled near the corner of her eye. She tried to blink it away. Her head throbbed and a wave of nausea rolled through her.

      “I got her,” the one called Mikey said. He rolled her onto her back, his weighty body knocking the breath from her lungs. His hand worked between their bodies.

      She had to get up. She needed to run. Her head swam. Spots circled in her vision.

      And then Mikey was gone.

      Cold air washed over her in a rush. The man ascended into the air, straight up. She watched him rise and rise into the star-filled sky until she thought he might hit the moon. His pants were open and his junk dangled from his fly. His arms and legs flailed like a newborn’s.

      She couldn’t process what was happening. Was she hallucinating? Was it the alcohol?

      Whatever power it was that had levitated him abruptly gave out. He dropped like a rock, his body slapping the street next to her with a crunch. He did not get up. Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth.

      Confused, Raven tried to rise, but nothing worked right. It hurt to move, and the black dots circling in her vision were expanding. She heard feet strike gravel and pavement nearby. Someone running. She couldn’t see him, but she recognized the second man’s voice crying, “No, no, please no!”

      There was a thud. She didn’t hear that man again.

      More footsteps. These were slow, deliberate; dress shoes on pavement. She blinked helplessly toward the street, her cheek pressed against the curb. Her attacker’s blood spilled onto the asphalt… or was that her blood? There was so much of it she couldn’t tell anymore.

      A pair of polished black alligator loafers stepped into her field of vision. Expensive gray slacks draped over the tops. Whoever he was, he had good fashion sense. She had the fleeting thought that she should warn him about the blood. Don’t ruin your shoes.

      “Fuck!” a deep voice said from above.

      She was too weak to turn her head to see his face. Two hands slid beneath her body and lifted her. A sharp pain; something in her neck cracked; and then everything went black.
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      Why the fuck had his magic failed him? Gabriel held Raven tightly against his chest, anger throbbing in his temples. Her bloody body felt tiny in his arms, frail, like he could crush her if he wasn’t careful. How the hell could this have happened?

      He’d felt her readiness today like a tug on his bones. She was healthy and strong, ready to serve him. But no matter how hard he’d focused on that deep sense of urgency that tied him to her, he could not zero in on her location. That had never happened before. In the past, he’d followed the bond like Ariadne’s thread straight to his ward. Even now, he sensed Richard in his home in the Garden District and Agnes in her apartment across the Quarter. By the energy coursing down the bond, both were happy and safe. But the woman in his arms—she’d been impossible to detect.

      Until her fear beckoned him. Then it had been as if she were screaming down the bond. Thank the Mountain he’d reached her before those men had raped her or worse. Unfortunately, the delay had cost her a nasty bump on the head. Unacceptable.

      It was the curse. The damn thing had scrambled his circuitry. Dragon magic was a tricky thing to wield in this realm under normal circumstances. Disrupt it with voodoo and he couldn’t trust it anymore. Not consistently.

      He landed on the balcony of his apartment, thankful that his invisibility still seemed to be effective. It was late, and he’d taken care to fly over areas of the French Quarter less populated than others at that hour. He tucked his wings away and used his foot to slide open the door.

      Safely inside, he laid her on his bed to inspect the damage. His breath seized in his lungs. She was tiny, waifish, her body still holding an echo of the illness he’d saved her from. Regardless, she was as lovely and pale as priceless porcelain, the fragile bones of her face supporting luminescent skin. Her hair was longer now, down to her chin, and wavy. He thought she looked like a goddess lying there, bleeding in his bed.

      Bleeding. By the Mountain, what was he doing? He ran to his dresser and retrieved his healing amulet, its lustrous white giving off rainbow hues like mother-of-pearl as he looped it around her neck. When he’d first come to this realm, a renowned indigenous healer had helped him and three of his siblings settle in the New World. She was a wise woman named Maiara, and Gabriel had grown to trust her implicitly. That was long ago, in another time and place. He thought of her now as the amulet that once was hers glowed in the dim light, and the edges of Ravenna’s wounds began to stitch together. Three hundred years and the amulet still worked. He frowned at the black heart of his traitorous ring.

      Retreating to the kitchen, he threw open the cupboards, one after another. Maiara always used a silver bowl for healing. It had to be silver. She said it staved off infection. Nothing silver resided in his cabinets, but he owned an antique store for Mountain’s sake. Think, Gabriel. Silver.

      An idea came to him, and he rushed into his living room, snatching a fresh flower arrangement off the coffee table and dumping its contents in the kitchen sink. He’d remembered the container the blooms were arranged in was an antique Spanish silver ember bowl. He washed it out quickly and filled it with warm water. The next instant he was by her side, using a fluffy white washcloth to clean her wound. He took care to remove as much of the blood as possible. It was best if she never knew how hurt she’d been.

      He suspected that her injuries might have killed her if it weren’t for his tooth. Curing her cancer was only the start. She’d heal faster with it inside her, and any skills she’d had before his gift would be enhanced by its presence. He was counting on that.

      Hand resting on her stomach, he turned her head to get at the blood that had dripped through her hair toward her ear. She moaned.

      “Hot,” she mumbled. Her eyes were still closed and her voice was groggy.

      Of course she was hot. She was wearing a fleece, and Gabriel’s natural body temperature kept things toasty in his immediate vicinity. Tucking the amulet inside her shirt, he cradled her head and carefully removed her outer layer.

      “Is that better?” he asked.

      Her eyelashes fluttered. He wrung out the rag again, mopping her forehead with cold water. Everything stopped when she opened her eyes. Sapphire blue. Intense. They cut right to his soul. All he could do was stare dumbly. Her picture had intrigued him, but a two-dimensional likeness couldn’t do her justice. And although he’d seen her in the hospital, her eyes had been rheumy then, clouded with pain, their natural luster dimmed. This was so much more. She was as enchanting as a jewel in the light whose facets begged to be examined, a sleeping beauty woken with a kiss.

      “It’s you,” she said, her lips parting in amazement. She raised her hand, letting it hover near his face like she meant to touch him but couldn’t bring herself to do so. “You saved me… again.”

      What was wrong with him? He could feel his inner dragon coil within his torso, wanting desperately to be stroked by those fingers. Her voice spoke directly to the deepest part of him. Unsettling to say the least. As a dragon, he wasn’t normally attracted to humans. He tended to find them too vulnerable. Which made him suspect his reaction to her was more about the curse than reality.

      “Of course I saved you,” he said, reining in the odd sensation. “Only an idiot wouldn’t protect his investment.”
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      “Your investment?” Raven wasn’t sure how long she’d been asleep, but she’d woken to heat burning in her torso, starting at the base of her ribs and blossoming north until it made her flushed and sweaty. Had she lost too much blood? Hit her head too hard? When she’d opened her eyes, he’d been there. Him. Death, dark eyes smoldering with that weird internal fire.

      The look in his eyes had been tender. Almost adoring. At first she thought he might kiss her, his face was so close to hers. She’d raised her hand to cradle his cheek but paused when she sensed something like a ripple travel first through him and then through her. She had the fleeting thought that she’d been electrocuted, only she had no personal experience with that. She’d read that when someone was struck by lightning, the energy entered at one point and traveled all the way through their body to exit out another. That’s how this felt, like heat had rolled through him and passed to her at the place he touched her stomach. It connected them still.

      But then he’d pulled away so abruptly, she might as well have been doused in ice water. He’d called her his “investment.” What the hell was that supposed to mean?

      “Breathe, Raven. I haven’t saved you twice now to have you suffocate yourself.”

      Yes, she was holding her breath, her body trying to reconnect with that energy it had experienced only a moment ago. But it was gone. She filled her lungs and let the air out slowly.

      He smelled of fire and spice, orange peels and burning leaves. The man was massive, his size intimidating enough for her to reflexively fist the sheets. She was lying on a nest of red silk on the right side of a mahogany four-poster that belonged in a European castle. Its size dwarfed her, making her feel tiny and insignificant. If she sank any deeper into the mattress, it might swallow her up. He might swallow her up.

      “You’re okay. Those men didn’t succeed in violating you.” His voice was a low rumble reminiscent of thunder.

      She ran a hand down the front of her body, thankful to find her T-shirt, bra, and jeans were all in place. So he’d stopped them in time.

      He turned to wring out a cloth he held and then mopped her head with it before returning it to a silver bowl on the bedside table. She touched the cool spot he left behind on her forehead. The idea of him caring for her made her heart flutter. His eyes raked over her possessively, rendering her as good as naked despite all her clothing.

      “Did you kill them?” She trembled at the memory of the man bleeding in the street.

      “No,” he said. “Although I should have. It brings me no joy that they will wake up tomorrow, even if they do so in a hospital.”

      A dark cloud passed behind his eyes, and for the first time she felt afraid. He was real. A man who could bring death as easily as he could bring life. She shuddered.

      He leaned back to put additional room between them. “There’s nothing to be afraid of,” he said. “I wouldn’t have healed you if I planned to hurt you. Those men deserved what they got. It is in my nature to be protective of what is mine.”

      Mine. What? She swallowed twice. “Are you Death?”

      He snorted, then laughed, the sound reverberating from deep within his chest and filling the room. He ran a hand through his longish dark waves and then shook his head as if he found the idea entirely preposterous.

      “Of course not,” he said. “My name is Gabriel Blakemore, proprietor of Blakemore’s Antiques, the shop below us.”

      She wrinkled her forehead, an expression that hurt more than it should have.

      “Careful. You’re still healing. I hastened the process, but your body has to do the work. Give it a few minutes.” His voice was thick and deep, with the hint of an accent she couldn’t quite place. Not Louisianan or even Southern. She hadn’t noticed before. Now she wondered if he was originally from somewhere else.

      She rubbed her head. It was throbbing. She could barely think.

      “Hmm. Sorry about that. You will heal faster with my tooth inside you, but I was worried about your head, so I used this.” He lifted a disk from her chest that shone with the luster of mother-of-pearl. He set it on the table beside the bowl. Instantly her head stopped aching. “I’ve left it on too long.”

      “Better,” she said.

      “Good. Rest for a moment. Then I will take you home. You’re safe now.” He placed a hand on her upper arm.

      Raven’s stomach did an odd little flip at his touch and then, just as strangely, everything inside her calmed. She met his gaze again and was not afraid. A sense of peace and safety wrapped around her like a cloak.

      He cleared his throat and removed his hand, retreating to a chair beside the bed and leaving her arm cold from the lack of his touch. The Louis XIV piece looked like children’s furniture beneath his oversized body, but he folded into it with the grace of a dancer, smoothing his shirt. He was impeccably dressed. Raven wasn’t into fashion, but anyone would appreciate the man’s threads.

      “How did you cure my cancer? What did you give me?” she asked. “Was it an experimental drug? Something illegal?”

      “Ms. Tanglewood, I fed you my tooth. I’ll thank you not to make light of it. I only have so many, and it takes years for them to grow back.” He rubbed his jaw as he spoke, as if the extraction still stung.

      She blinked at him, trying to make sense of what he was saying. “If teeth cured cancer, we’d all be saving our baby teeth instead of buying health insurance.” Was she really arguing the impossibility of magic healing teeth?

      “Human teeth cannot cure cancer.” His long, tapered fingers tapped compulsively against his thigh. Odd. She was still staring at those dancing fingers when the gist of what he said sank in.

      “Did you just say you weren’t… human?”

      He leaned back and looked at her through long, dark lashes. “I would have thought that would be obvious by now.”

      She rubbed her head again, feeling a little sick. She’d lived in New Orleans for years, since the day her parents had taken over the Three Sisters from her grandparents when she was nine. Rumors of the supernatural abounded in the city’s history, in the air she breathed, in the voodoo shops that lined the Quarter.

      She should be afraid. Any normal woman would be. She should leap out of this bed and huddle against the wall or race for the exit. Whether from exhaustion or because after everything, she couldn’t bring herself to muster a fear of him, she stayed where she was and simply asked, “Are you a… vampire?”

      His eyes widened, and he broke into deep, rumbling laughter. “No. I’m not.”

      “Then what are you?”

      “I, Ms. Tanglewood, am a dragon.” He inclined his head formally.

      “A dragon.” She stared at him, waiting for an explanation.

      “A dragon. You and I made a deal. I cured you with my tooth and you agreed to work for me in exchange. I presume I gave you enough time to recover. It appears you are entirely whole again. Are you prepared to fulfill your debt to me?”

      “You want me to… work for you?”

      He raised an eyebrow in her direction. “Of course. You agreed—”

      “I remember,” she said. “I just… I didn’t think you were real. I haven’t heard from you in months.”

      He scoffed. “I assume my existence is no longer suspect. I gave you space to heal. That is all. Now I need you to uphold your end of the bargain.”

      “What do you want me to do?” She braced herself. She still wasn’t sure what he meant by being a dragon. Would he want to drink her blood? Make her his sex slave? Or something worse?

      “Do you see this ring?” He thrust the massive emerald he wore closer to her face. It was a large rectangle set in a thick band of gold, crafted with scrollwork along the sides of the center stone. The size of the stone filled the space between the base of his finger and his second knuckle.

      “You could see that thing from space,” she murmured.

      The corner of his mouth twitched and then he seemed to remember himself, becoming serious once again. “At the center of this stone, you will notice a flaw.” He moved the ring closer, almost to her nose. There was a flaw, a narrow black cat’s-eye at the center of the gem. The facets hid it at a distance, but close up, it was unmistakable.

      “I see it,” she said.

      “I need your help fixing it.”

      She slowly sat up, inhaling deeply. “I don’t know anything about jewelry.”

      “You don’t need to.”

      “Then how do you expect me to fix it?”

      He rose and paced away from her, toward the end of the bed where a fireplace lay cold and unused. His fingers tapped vigorously against his thigh, and the former grace and gentleness she’d seen in him melted away. In its place was an agitation that was almost palpable.

      “This is a very special gem, an important gem. The magic imbued in this ring allows someone like me, a dragon like me, to remain in this realm. Without it, I will be forced to return to my homeland or I will perish. I don’t wish for either of those things to happen.”

      Raven tried to digest what he was telling her. “What’s wrong with your ring?”

      He gave a frustrated sigh. “It’s been cursed. The magic is failing. I need you to use your abilities to help me find the cure, the countercurse.”

      “You want me to cure your ring?” She formed each word slowly, deliberately, but the elocution didn’t help it make sense.

      “Exactly.” His tapping fingers curled into a fist. He looked somehow relieved, as if now she understood what she needed to do. As if curing rings was something former cancer patients did all the time.

      She shook her head and tried to still the tremble in her hand. “There’s been a terrible mistake. I don’t know how to fix your ring. I wouldn’t even know where to start.”

      With a deep sigh he approached her again. “Of course not. I haven’t given you the resources to do so yet. But I will, once you begin. I’ll give you everything you need.” He shifted restlessly, like his entire body itched.

      “Okay,” she said softly. She didn’t understand. Not by a long shot. But she’d try. She owed him that.

      “Now, if you are well, my driver is waiting to take you home. I expect you back here by seven thirty tomorrow morning. Do not be late. Do you understand?” His voice had changed, and she winced at the harshness.

      “Tomorrow is Sunday. You mean Monday morning.”

      “Tomorrow, Ms. Tanglewood. I expect you to start tomorrow. Is that understood?” His eyes had gone hard and as cold as ice, and his jaw tightened. He was twice her size. A human man that large could snap her like a twig. Gabriel had made it clear he wasn’t human. He’d said he was a dragon. Would he burn her with fiery breath if she didn’t obey? Stop her heart with the same magic with which he had resurrected her body? She didn’t want to find out.

      “All right.” She didn’t know what else to say. It was all too much, too crazy. All she wanted to do was wake up from this surreal dream she was in. She needed room to think.

      He helped her up and handed her fleece to her. For a moment she was pinned by his undivided attention. The intensity slammed into her like she was a flower newly sprouted from the earth and looking directly into the sun.

      Enthralled, she allowed him to guide her from the apartment into a short hallway and down a flight of stairs with a glossy, dark wood railing that belonged in another time. She oriented herself as they descended. His home was on the third floor. The second level was dark, closed up for the night, she presumed. When they reached the first floor, there was no doubt they were inside an antique shop. Every manner of Old World décor was displayed in the space, which was large by French Quarter standards. As they navigated the uneven aisle toward the front door, she tried not to gape at an ornate armoire’s $40,000 price tag. She took a step away from it.

      It surprised her how gracefully Gabriel steered his oversized frame through the valuable and delicate pieces in the room. Only when he opened the door for her did she realize where they were: Royal Street. She glanced up at the sign, Blakemore’s Antique Shop.

      A town car pulled up beside her, and Gabriel opened the door. “Will you need a ride in the morning?”

      “No,” she said quickly.

      “Are you sure, Ms. Tanglewood? After what happened tonight, I want to ensure you make it here safely.”

      “Raven,” she said.

      “Hmm?”

      “You called me Ms. Tanglewood. You can call me Raven. It’s short for Ravenna.”

      He nodded. “Gabriel.”

      Their eyes caught again, and the energy returned with a vengeance, like something in her torso had reached out and hooked something deep within his. He shuffled his feet and glanced away.

      “Duncan will take you home. Good night, Raven. I look forward to working with you.”

      She climbed into the dark leather seat, and he shut the door behind her.

      “Where to, miss?” Duncan asked.

      “The Three Sisters. Magazine Street, in the Garden District.”

      The elderly man twisted around to look at her. “The bar? No. Mr. Blakemore won’t like that. I’m supposed to take you home.”

      “That is my home. It’s my mom’s place. We live in the apartment above the pub.”

      With a single nod, the man turned back around and pulled away from the curb.

      “Does Mr. Blakemore know where you live?” Duncan asked.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. He didn’t ask for my address.”

      The man made a throaty sound. “He’ll know soon enough. You’re working for him now.”

      Raven leaned back against the seat and stared out the window. “Yes, I guess I am.”
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      The next morning, Raven was too nervous for breakfast. She couldn’t explain exactly what Gabriel was or how he’d saved her, but today she would be working with him full-time. She hadn’t even had enough presence of mind to ask him how much she’d be paid.

      He’d said he was a dragon, but what exactly did that mean? The question intrigued her enough that she wanted a chance to learn more about him. She’d be lying to say that was her only desire. There were plenty of things intriguing about Gabriel, not the least of which was that he made her feel alive again, as alive as before she’d become ill.

      A part of her though had an awful feeling that her debt to him would mean much more than he’d told her last night. He’d looked at her like he owned her. Maybe he thought he did. She hadn’t signed a contract before she swallowed that tooth. Hadn’t reviewed the terms and conditions. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Worrying wouldn’t get her anywhere. She was alive thanks to him. Plus she had a job, a fine point she hoped would get her mom, Avery, and most importantly her father off her back.

      “Why are you all gussied up?” Avery asked when Raven emerged from the bathroom dressed for the day in her favorite sleeveless floral dress. It had a scoop neck and a cut that skimmed along her body down to the knee, with a thick rose-colored belt that matched the scarf tied around her neck. It did a good job of giving her rather flat figure a little shape. She figured she should dress nicely for a job in a place where they sold $40,000 armoires, and this was the most professional thing she could find that fit her bony post-cancer frame. Normally she would wear heels with this outfit, but she found a pair of flats that matched well enough and were more practical for a day of… she wasn’t sure what. She’d also tamed her wild mass of curls.

      “I found a job,” she told Avery. She did not offer a smile or a good morning. “I’m going to work today.”

      Avery scowled. “I thought you said you were going to help Mom and me at the Three Sisters.”

      “You didn’t tell her that, did you, Avery?” Raven cut her a sharp glare. “I never committed to that. After what you pulled last night with Dad, even if I didn’t have a job, I’m not sure I’d want to work with you.”

      “I’m sorry,” Avery said defensively. “I thought I was doing the right thing.”

      “Well, it wasn’t. He hurt me and now he wants to control me.”

      “Truly, Raven, I am sorry. He abandoned you. I see that now.” This time she meant it. Avery was a year older than Raven, and the two had a long history of psychological co-torture and hair pulling. But this apology was full of compassion and genuine contriteness, not unlike the day Avery had made Raven walk home from the pool alone so she could make out with Jeffrey “String Bean” Pulitzer. Raven had passed out from heat exhaustion and had to be taken to the ER. Avery had apologized through the same tight lips that day.

      “Apology accepted,” Raven said. “Just don’t try it again.”

      “I didn’t tell Mom, but I was looking forward to you working with us. We need the help.”

      “This job… it sort of fell out of the sky,” Raven said, leaning against the breakfast bar where Avery sat. Her mind rushed to Gabriel lifting her attacker off her and flying him toward the stars. Not a lie. “I couldn’t turn it down.”

      “It’s Sunday. What sort of job has you start work on a Sunday?”

      “You work on Sunday.”

      “I’m a server in a pub. You’re dressed for the office. Where are you working?”

      “Blakemore’s Antiques.”

      “Blakemore’s? No shit? You’ve got to be kidding.”

      “What’s wrong with Blakemore’s? It appeals to the history buff in me.”

      “Have you seen Gabriel Blakemore?” Avery’s eyes widened.

      “Of course I have. I’m working for him.”

      “He has quite a reputation.”

      “What sort of reputation?”

      Avery shook her head. “Oh my poor, sweet, sheltered sister. Blakemore is rich, sickeningly so, and mean as a badger. A friend of mine waited on him at Antoine’s, and he practically chewed her head off when the food was late.”

      “Oh,” Raven said, shocked. She remembered the way he’d comforted her and carefully cared for the wound in her head, the one that was gone now because of him. “He was kind to me.”

      “Probably wants to get you into bed.” Avery snorted. “I’ve heard he’s also a playboy.”

      If Raven told her she’d already been in his bed, Avery would have a coronary. She rested a hand on her hip and tilted her chin up, her stomach tightening with the memory of Gabriel’s scent and the red sheets. He’d only touched her arm. She had no reason to believe he was anything but a gentleman.

      “Who do you know who has actually slept with him, Avery?” Not that Gabriel couldn’t have whomever he wanted, but she was a decent judge of character, and he didn’t strike her as the type that slept around. Plus, Avery was prone to exaggeration.

      “No one, personally.” Her eyes shifted. “But look at him. You know that guy is getting some tail.”

      Raven scoffed. “I’m going to enjoy looking at him. Every. Day. Because, unlike you, I’m working for him.” She snapped her fingers and grabbed her purse off the counter. “Gotta go. I’m going to be late.”

      “He’s out of your league, Raven. Way out.” There was not a hint of humor in her voice.

      “Don’t worry. I don’t plan to do anything but work for him.” She motioned at her dress. “Would you buy antiques from me?”

      “Sure.” Avery smiled. “How are you getting there?” It was a sore subject. Raven had never gotten around to renewing her driver’s license. She’d lost it when her brain cancer made it unsafe for her to drive. With a note from Dr. Freemont and some practice, she could get it back, but for some reason she hadn’t made it a priority.

      “I’m taking the streetcar.” She turned back. “Tell Mom about the job. I didn’t get a chance to.”

      “Oh believe me, as soon as I get to the restaurant it will be a major topic of conversation.” She winked over her coffee.

      “If you’re going to gossip about me, make me taller and far more attractive.”

      “Done.”

      She’d reached the door when Avery called her name. “Hey, be careful tonight on your way home. Two guys were killed in the French Quarter last night.”

      Raven swallowed hard and turned back toward her. “Killed?”

      “They found them alive. Victims of a brutal attack. Their blood alcohol level was in the danger zone, so who knows what actually happened. Anyway, they both died this morning in the hospital from complications.”

      Raven nodded, feeling a little sick.

      “Are you okay? You look pale. You should eat something.”

      “I’m fine. I’ll be careful. See you tonight.” Raven forced herself out the door and hurried for the streetcar, grasping all at once that she was going to work for a killer.
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      Where was she? Gabriel paced outside his office at the back of the store, his fingers tapping so hard they hurt. Raven was his last hope, the last person with any potential he’d been strong enough to bind to him. She was his. His! He needed to know where she was at all times. He should have known, should have been able to track her movements, but he could not. The damned curse must be messing with his abilities.

      His tapping hand bumped a Sèvres urn, and it teetered on its base. Thankfully, Agnes, his salesperson, caught it between her spotted hands and righted it before it crashed to the floor.

      “Try to relax, Gabriel. She’s only ten minutes late,” the elderly woman said. “She’s bound to you. She’ll be here.”

      “She could be injured,” he said. “What if something has happened to her?” A horrible thought passed through his mind. “What if she refuses to come at all?”

      Agnes’s white hair swung at a sophisticated angle. She glared at him through a pair of oversized eyeglasses and wrinkled her nose. “You will force her!” she said matter-of-factly. “Are you a dragon or one of these spineless boys that pass for men around this city?” She waved at the street.

      Of course Agnes, whose bond was working correctly, would not suspect that his power over Raven had been compromised by the curse. Nor would he tell her as much. “I don’t wish to force her,” he said. “People achieve better results when they are invested in delivering them. I want her to want to help us, not be coerced.”

      “How noble of you,” she said, steepling her fingers, “Or might this be about Kristina?” Agnes frowned and lowered her voice. “What happened to her, Gabriel?”

      “I don’t want to talk about Kristina.”

      “So you’ve said.” Her frown became more pronounced, and Gabriel turned away. The less he said about Kristina, the better.

      “Gabriel,” Agnes repeated. She gestured toward the door with her chin.

      Raven stood in the entrance, framed by the morning light pouring through the window behind her. He was momentarily speechless. She might have been an angel with her flawless skin and welcoming smile. Darkness coiled around his heart. Surely this was a side effect of the curse. He was acting like a teenaged boy. He grimaced until his face hurt from the expression of distaste.

      “I’m sorry I’m a little late,” she said. “The streetcar was delayed.”

      He didn’t say a word.

      “It was an oyster truck. There was an accident. Oysters all over the track.” Her voice was sweet and her smile warm and genuine.

      “Streetcar?” He winced. He could feel the dragon roil within him, and he tapped his fingers to keep it at bay. “I asked you last night if you had reliable transportation—”

      “I do!” she said. “The streetcar picks up near my home.”

      He scowled. “You have no vehicle of your own?”

      She closed her eyes against the humiliation. “No. I haven’t renewed my driver’s license since I was ill.”

      “From now on, Duncan will pick you up and make sure you are here on time.”

      “No, really, that isn’t necessary. It was a freak accident. I’ll leave earlier next time.”

      “You will not be late again, Ms. Tanglewood.” He purposely used her last name, addressing her like an unrepentant child. She had to learn her place. She was his. He’d saved her from death for his purposes, and she must obey.

      “It won’t happen again.” Her smile faded and her cheeks flushed. Was she angry? She had no right to be angry.

      “You agreed to be mine. You agreed to do my bidding. You must do it. I do not want to have to punish you, but I will if I must.” His voice cracked like a whip.

      “Do your bidding?” There was no smile now, just pure, unadulterated anger. “I agreed to no such thing! I agreed to work for you. That is all. And as for punishing me?” Raven marched forward, her tiny body seeming to fill a space eight times her actual size, and leaned toward Gabriel. “I’ll have you know I am an adult, Mr. Blakemore. I am a free woman. You may be my boss, but you are not my father. You can fire me, but you sure as hell won’t punish me. I suppose you have the right to chastise me for being late, but I hardly think five”—she checked her watch—“ten minutes is a punishable offense, considering the circumstances.”

      Her chest rose and fell rapidly, and Gabriel thought for a second she might punch him. For some reason, he had to repress a smile. She was a brave little thing.

      “A dragon must manage his investments, you understand. We made a bargain, you and I. I can’t have something happening to you. I need to know where you are and that you are safe. You have cost me dearly.” He tapped the side of his cheek over where his tooth once was. “Has my gift benefited you?”

      Her hands landed on her hips, and she raised her shoulders toward her ears. “Yes,” she said, the word high-pitched and short. “Of course it has. You know it has.”

      “Hmm. Any woman worth her salt would show her gratitude for such a gift by upholding her side of the bargain.” He raised an eyebrow and stepped in closer. “You are bound to me.”

      She gaped at him. “If that’s your attitude, you can shove your bargain right up your—”

      “Is this our new associate?” Agnes positioned herself between them and cleared her throat. Not that the sound was necessary. Her black leather skirt and silver silk blouse were hard to ignore. The woman might be seventy, but she still knew how to command a room. She nudged Gabriel. “Introduce me.”

      “Yes, of course,” Gabriel said darkly. He’d give her hell for this later. “Raven Tanglewood, this is Agnes Rollins, my sales associate. You’ll have to wait to meet our interior designer, Richard Parker. He comes in later today.”

      “He takes his husband out to breakfast every Sunday morning. Isn’t that sweet?” Agnes offered.

      Raven raised her eyebrow and straightened slightly. “Yes,” she said. “Sweet. Amazing he doesn’t get punished for it.”

      Gabriel felt the dragon rise inside him again. Infuriating woman.

      “Would you like me to show Raven around?” Agnes asked, her hand lingering in the vicinity of her throat.

      “Not today, Agnes. Since Raven was late, she needs to start upstairs right away.”

      Agnes folded her hands. “Would you like me to show her where Kristina left off?”

      Gabriel scowled. There was no reason to bring up Kristina. “No. I will do it,” he said harshly.

      Agnes exchanged a glance with Raven and shrugged. “Perhaps we could have lunch together, dear, when you’re ready for a break?”

      She nodded. “I’d like that.”

      “If she has time,” Gabriel snapped. “Come with me. I’ll show you to your work.” He reached for her wrist.

      She pulled her arm away from him. “I can follow you. I don’t need you to lead me by the hand.”

      He growled. Behind Raven, Agnes tossed up her hands, frantically motioning for him to make nice with the girl. He turned and headed for the stairs.

      He’d taken her down this way last night. He wondered how much she remembered. He made a point of stopping on the second floor and pointing out where they sold antique lighting fixtures. On the third floor, he passed his apartment and led her to the adjacent room where she’d be working. Turning his key in the lock, he opened the door for her.

      She stepped inside, her eyelashes fluttering as if she couldn’t believe her eyes. She glanced at him once and again before saying, “Oh, wow.”
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      God in heaven above, Raven had never seen a more spectacular library. The sweet, musky smell of old books and leather filled her nose, and the shiny dark wood gave off a deep luster in the dim light. There had to be thousands of books in here, some that looked hundreds of years old. Housed on shelves that ran floor to ceiling every three or four feet, the books filled the entire length of the building as far as Raven could tell.

      Instantly she became excited about the job again. For a moment downstairs, when she’d come face-to-face with Gabriel’s inflexible and possessive attitude, she’d thought about quitting. Now she was glad she hadn’t. Her fingers itched to investigate these historical texts. She walked deeper into the room, lips parting with the absolute wonder of it.

      “You like books?” Gabriel asked.

      “Yes,” she said. “I love books. I enjoyed reading as a child, but I grew to love it more after I got sick.” Reading had been her savior, a vacation from reality with every page. Sometimes it was her only way out of her hospital room.

      He stepped closer to her, until she could feel his warmth radiating against her back, and his scent wrapped around her like a balm. She blinked, suddenly aware of his looming presence. Downstairs when she was angry, hubris came easily. Now, the memory of what he’d done to her attackers made her skin prickle.

      “You suffered greatly when you were ill. I am sorry for this,” he said.

      The compassion in his tone moved her and she glanced at him over her shoulder. Her breath hitched. Avery had been right to warn her. He was absolutely arresting. Despite her apprehension, his smoldering eyes alone made her burn from within. “Why am I here? What are these books?”

      “Rare editions. Books about magic and the paranormal. Most are one of a kind.”

      An expert she was not, but she knew enough to question the specifics. “One of a kind? Shouldn’t these be behind glass or in a climate-controlled room?”

      “They are,” he said. “These books are preserved… with magic. My magic.”

      She dropped her chin. “Dragon magic?”

      “Yes.”

      “Ahhh.” She tipped her head back. “I didn’t know dragons existed before yesterday. I had no idea they used magic.”

      “Dragons are magical beings,” he explained. “There are a few abilities inherent in our nature. We can fly… become invisible. We are faster and stronger than humans. We come from the Mountain, and the Mountain fills us with magical energy. We can perform certain spells when we need to, leveraging that magic.”

      “Like a witch?” Part of her wanted to deny his otherworldly nature, but a stronger part, the same part of her that had looked death in the face and known somehow it wasn’t the end, believed he was what he said he was.

      He nodded. “I cannot control the elements as a witch can, but I can execute some spells and rituals similarly, and my magic will make them effective.”

      She moved to the first shelf, examining the spines. “You don’t look like a dragon.”

      He leaned against the shelf. “I can change my appearance, but it would be too destructive to show you my natural form now, not to mention dangerous. I don’t have the control I do in this form. I could hurt you without really knowing what I was doing.”

      “You seemed to do a pretty good job hurting those men last night. They’re dead, you know.”  And there it was. Perhaps she was braver than she thought.

      He shifted uneasily. “They were alive when I left them. I gave the paramedics their location.”

      She frowned. “They didn’t make it.” Needing to move, she walked down the row to the next shelf.

      “Does it bother you that they’re dead?” he asked darkly.

      She thought about it. “I’m having trouble mustering sympathy for men who definitely would have raped me and probably would have killed me if they’d had the chance.”

      “Then we don’t have a problem.”

      She stopped and looked at him. “Only that now I know I’m working for a murderer who wants to punish me. Will you kill me if I don’t do what you say?”

      His face darkened, and he gave her a wry grin. “Let’s not find out.”

      A chill ran through her. Gabriel had been kind to her. Unmistakably kind and gentle. He’d looked at her as sweetly as any man had. But she could see it now. He was also dangerous. And what he’d said downstairs had been downright possessive.

      “So, what do you want me to do in here?” she asked.

      “I need you to examine each page of each of these grimoires.”

      She glanced at him curiously. “Grimoires?”

      “Books of magic. Each of these books was written by someone who had and exercised the magic contained within. A grimoire is a personal book of magic and the contents of these rare editions are in most cases original and entirely unique.”

      Raven stared at the books. There were thousands. She was a fast reader, but it would take her years to get through every book in this room. “What are we looking for?”

      “A countercurse to break the hex on my ring.” He held up his right hand. The emerald seemed to give off its own light in the dim and dusty room. “I have spent the past year procuring these texts from every corner of the world at great personal cost. This room contains a comprehensive encyclopedia of magical knowledge. Something here has to be strong enough to do the trick.”

      She ran her finger along one leather spine. “How long do we have?”

      “Mardi Gras. The curse will completely destroy the magic of my ring at midnight on Fat Tuesday.”

      “Mardi Gras is February thirteenth this year. It’s January seventh. That’s just over a month away. It would take me a year to get through all these.”

      “You don’t have to read all of them,” Gabriel said. He gestured for her to follow him toward the back of the room.

      There was a ledger open on a massive library desk. He tugged the chain on a green banker’s lamp in the corner, and it glowed to life, spilling a circle of light over the pages.

      “My previous employee, Kristina, kept excellent records. Start where she left off. She has already analyzed the first half of the shelves. Everything is cataloged here.”

      Raven examined the tight handwriting and neat notes. “What happened to Kristina?”

      “She has moved on,” he said, his eyes slipping away from hers.

      “Some of these aren’t in English.” She could see one spine on the shelf in front of her that appeared to be in Korean.

      “Few of them are in English,” he confirmed.

      “I can only read English.”

      He huffed. “Don’t limit yourself to examining them with your eyes, Raven. Use your abilities. The same psychic abilities you used to warn your parents about the fire. It is why I chose you.”

      “But—” How did she explain that her former vision was just a fluke? A product of the cancer he had cured? “I’m not actually psychic. I don’t know how I did it before. It’s not like I can hold these books against my forehead and tell you what’s inside.”

      A slow grin spread across his face. “Is that a Johnny Carson reference?”

      “Carnac the Magnificent.”

      “Wasn’t he before your time?”

      “I watched reruns in the hospital.”

      “Carnac you may not be, but I believe you are enough.” The way he said it made her chest warm. He believed she could do this. He really did. Gabriel retrieved a volume from the shelf and opened it to a random page, then grabbed her wrist and positioned her palm flat over the words. “Anything?”

      Raven tried not to laugh. She felt something all right: his strange heat running the course of her body, straight to her core. Her tongue felt thick as she answered, “Uh, no.”

      He released her. “Hmm. Well. There will be when you come upon something useful.” His fingers tapped against the desk. Tap-tap-tap. Tap-tap-tap. The rhythm she’d noticed before had started again, more violently this time.

      “Can I ask you a personal question?” Raven toyed with the corner of the catalog.

      He gave her a small nod.

      “Do you have OCD? Because I know a doctor who can help you with that.” She gestured toward his fingers.

      He pulled his hand away, tucking it into his pocket. “OCD?”

      “Obsessive-compulsive disorder. Like there are certain things you have to do to feel normal. Reoccurring thoughts or behaviors.”

      “It’s not OCD. It’s a side effect of the curse,” Gabriel said.

      “Hmm. It’s similar to OCD.” Raven fell silent when it became clear by the hardening of his jaw that she was making him self-conscious.

      He pointed toward a room to her right. “Bathroom and break room are through there. I will leave you now. Get started.”

      “Wait, what if I have questions?”

      “Write them down. I’ll check in this afternoon.”

      “But—”

      She was too late. Gabriel had turned on his heel and left the room, leaving Raven alone in the strange library.

      “Okay then, have a nice day to you too, mysterious, sexy dragon man,” she muttered under her breath. Her eyes fell on the books. She lowered herself slowly into the chair behind the desk.

      Avery was never going to believe this.
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      Raven flipped pages all morning. The book she’d chosen from the list, the next on the shelf that Kristina had abandoned, was written in fine German calligraphy. She had no idea what it said. Dutifully, her eyes traced over the words and symbols ordered down the page like a recipe. It was boring as hell. With her head resting against her fist, she had to work to stay awake.

      At nine a.m. she stood and did jumping jacks to keep her blood flowing. She finished the first book, logged it in the catalog, and slid it back onto the shelf. The next book, she was relieved to learn, was in English. Blakemore wasn’t lying about these books being grimoires.

      “Spell to remove a demon from an infant,” she read. “Locator charm. Summoning of the spirit. Incantation to release inner power.” She mumbled the words to herself and scratched a growing itch on the inside of her arm. She turned the page, gaining interest when one of the spells called for the “urine of a newborn boy” and the “placenta of a goat.”

      “Ew,” she whispered to herself. As she read, she had the passing thought that she’d caught some type of skin infection. The patch of itchy skin on the inside of her arm seemed to be getting bigger. The back of her neck had begun to itch as well, and she scratched the base of her hairline. Come to think of it, she felt itchy in a few places: the side of her calf, under her ribs. She wondered if she might be allergic to something in the room.

      It was almost eleven when she heard the tinkle of a bell from the small sitting room attached to the library. “Perfect time for a break.” She rose from the desk and stretching her arms above her head. Her stomach growled. She crossed into what turned out to be a well-appointed parlor. Someone had left her a tray on the coffee table with tea, toast, and hard-boiled eggs.

      “Hello?” she called. No answer came. “Is anyone here?” The tea was steaming hot. Whoever had left it had done so recently.

      She used the adjacent bathroom. As she washed her hands, she took in the art on the walls. If she wasn’t mistaken, the piece hanging above the toilet was an Emelia Beldroit. She’d just read an article on the young local artist. Her paintings were selling for $50,000 and up. She pulled out her phone and snapped a picture.

      “Avery is never going to believe I peed under this thing.” She giggled, then eyed the paintings on the other three walls. Three. There was no other door to this room besides the one through which she’d entered.

      Eyes narrowing, she reentered the sitting room. There was no other way in here either. Whoever had delivered the tea would have had to walk past where she’d been working. How had she missed them?

      Her temples throbbed. Men with healing teeth who say they are dragons. Tea that appears out of nowhere. A room full of magical texts. Was this her new normal? It was too much. She needed air.

      Walking back through the stacks, she speculated that she’d missed the tea being brought in because she’d fallen asleep reading. It was possible. The books were about as exciting as insurance contracts. A short walk outside was what she needed. Some fresh air would invigorate her.

      She tugged on the door to the library. It wouldn’t budge. Examining the lock, she saw a keyhole. She tugged the knob again. It didn’t give. She was locked in. She rattled the knob, banging on the door with her open palm.

      “Hey!” she yelled. “Someone let me out!”

      No one answered.

      “Hey!” she yelled again, this time as loud as she could. A terrifying thought gripped her like a vise. Had she been locked inside on purpose? When Gabriel said she was his, was it in a Silence of the Lambs sort of way? Was she locked in here for good? Forced to work for him while food dropped out of the sky?

      Her heart sprinted in her chest and her breath came in pants. “No. No. No. I can’t do this. I can’t do this!” she screamed at the door. She shook her hands, but the panic attack revved up another notch. She could handle that Gabriel was some sort of supernatural monster. She could deal with a library full of magical texts. But this… this terrified her. In the blink of an eye, she was back in that bed in the hospital, a prisoner to the tubes and the illness. She couldn’t go back there. She couldn’t live in a cage. Not again. Not ever again.

      She grabbed her head. The room was spinning, books blurring as the walls wavered, dipping toward her and back out again. Bending at the waist, she tried to breathe deeply with her head between her knees. It didn’t help. If she didn’t get out of this room, she would lose her mind.

      Her gaze caught on the window at the back of the library. She rushed to it and rolled up the shades. The sun poured in across the ancient texts. It would be folly to expose them to the elements. If she opened the window, the humid air and sunlight could damage the fragile pages. Another wave of anxiety punched her, and she decided she didn’t care. All she cared about was getting out, getting free.

      She turned the lock on the window and lifted. Clearly it hadn’t been opened in years, and it took muscle and a curse to jimmy it up one inch, then two, then as wide as it would go. She hung her head out and gasped for air. There was no balcony below her, just a straight drop to Royal Street. Only three stories. The fall wouldn’t kill her, although if she landed wrong she might break her legs. She placed a hand on each side of the window and stepped up onto the sill.

      Her heart raced like a jackrabbit’s and sweat dripped down her temples. Her anxiety yelled jump while her self-preservation begged her to wait. Body and mind in this state of war, she dug her nails into the window trim.

      She was still fighting herself when Gabriel’s voice, soft, kind and desperate, spoke to her from the doorway.

      “Raven, what are you doing?”
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      If Gabriel’s power hadn’t been compromised, he might have drawn her from the window using the bond and forced her to run to him, whether she wanted to or not. Or he might have moved fast as a dark wind to catch an arm around her waist and save her from herself. As it was, he stood helpless in the aisle of the library with the door propped open behind him, tugging helplessly on the bond that connected them but was as good as useless. He cursed. There was no other choice. He couldn’t force her off the sill. If he was going to fix this, he’d need to find the right words to convince her to come to him.

      But what could he say to make her stop when her emotional spectrum was riddled with anxiety like he’d never felt before? Her panic was what had drawn him out. He’d been sleeping in his dragon form, as he’d made a habit of doing to counteract the side effects of the curse, when a lightning bolt of fear had shot down his spine and rattled the bond he shared with Raven. The sheer terror, razor sharp and agonizingly real, had forced him to shift back into his human form. He’d finished dressing before his eyes were fully open.

      It pained him to know he had caused that crippling terror. He’d locked her in this room without thinking, and right after she’d told him about her fear of captivity. He should have known better. He deeply regretted it now. An image of her fragile bones cracking like eggshells on the pavement below terrorized his thoughts. He couldn’t let that happen.

      She turned her head.

      “Please, don’t jump,” he said. There was no disguising the genuine pleading in his tone. He made no attempt to hide that he was positively wrecked. He’d shifted into his human form so quickly he felt newly born into the world, and he stumbled forward, his hands outstretched toward her.

      “I can’t do this,” she cried. “I can’t stand it.” Her pupils were oversized, and her nails dug into the trim around the window.

      What had he done? She was half crazed.

      “You can leave,” he said, pointing one hand toward the propped-open door. “Please… through the front door. I don’t want you to hurt yourself. I won’t try to stop you. You can leave right now if you wish.” He took another step toward her but stopped when she leaned out the window.

      “You locked me in.” Her voice cracked and tears began to flow. Gabriel sensed self-loathing in the tightness around her jaw. Did she hate herself for showing her panic? This tiny fireball of a human didn’t want him to see what he’d done to her. He respected that, even as he loathed himself for causing it.

      “It was a mistake.”

      “Bullshit. You sick, twisted bastard!”

      “The books are priceless. For security reasons, the door locks when you close it. I didn’t think about it. I should have warned you. I should have given you the key.” Gabriel reached into his pocket. He held the key aloft like a talisman and stepped closer to her. This time she was more receptive to his nearness. Slowly, carefully, he set the key down on the desk. “You are not a prisoner here. You can leave at any time.”

      She let out a shaky breath and glanced toward the door. “I can leave?”

      “Yes. I can see you are afraid. The door is open now. You don’t have to jump out the window. I won’t hurt you. I would never hurt you.” He offered her his hand. Raven slipped her fingers into his, and the relief he experienced almost sent him to his knees.

      Although his instinct was to sweep her into his arms, he hesitated, not wanting to scare her away. Instead, he helped her down onto her own two shaky legs. He was surprised when she collapsed against his chest, her tears soaking his shirt. Her hair smelled of vanilla and night-blooming jasmine, and he bent to place a kiss along her part. Strange, he felt as if he’d done it a dozen times, as natural as breathing. He heard her draw a long, deep inhale.

      “Shhh. It’s okay. You’re safe now.” He stroked her back with long, comforting caresses.

      “Gabriel?” Agnes called from the doorway.

      Without thinking, Gabriel shifted to block Raven from view. It was a protective movement. Instinctual. That was odd. Agnes wasn’t a threat. Raven stepped back and met his gaze, wiping below her eyes.

      “What do you want, Agnes?” he asked.

      “Richard and I wanted to ask Raven to lunch. Our treat.”

      “Would you like that?” he whispered to her. “Get some fresh air?”

      She tucked her hair behind her ears and licked her lips. “Yes.”

      “Go.”

      He respected the hell out of how quickly she pulled herself together, straightening her dress and smoothing her hair. If he hadn’t known better, he’d never believe she’d been perched on the edge of insanity only moments before. She left his side and joined Agnes.

      The older woman placed a hand on Raven’s shoulder and guided her from the room. Gabriel sensed the girl’s relief as the two made their way to the exit.

      He frowned. What a sorry excuse for a dragon he’d turned out to be. He’d just let his last chance at survival walk out the door, and by the look on her face, she wasn’t coming back.
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      “He locked me in there,” Raven said over the table at the Green Goddess. She’d had half a mind to leave immediately and never look back, but Richard and Agnes had insisted she join them, and she was too flustered to say no. “I don’t believe his story for a second. It was no accident. Thank you for lunch, but I’m not going back.”

      “Easy, Raven. I know you’re upset, but there are things about Gabriel you don’t understand.” Richard Parker held up one manicured hand. He was a lanky and sophisticated man who had introduced himself as Blakemore’s design consultant. Sitting between him and the sharply dressed Agnes, Raven felt positively frumpy. The two were striking, and even more so side-by-side.

      Agnes removed her glasses and looked at Raven through small, sunken eyes. “Gabriel isn’t like you or me, as I’m sure you are aware.” She glanced toward Richard, who made an mm-hmm sound deep in his throat. “Gabriel gave you a gift, a gift that changed your life. Richard and I understand what you’re going through. We, too, were recipients of Gabriel’s generosity.”

      “What are you saying?”

      Richard tapped his eyetooth. Raven had never considered that Agnes and Richard had also received a tooth from Gabriel. Was that how he obtained all his employees? That was one hell of a recruitment strategy.

      “He bought my freedom,” Richard said. “I was owned by the master of a tobacco plantation. The man was cruel. He planned to whip me to death as a lesson to his other slaves. Gabriel caught wind of his intentions and gave me the money to buy my freedom. Gave it to me. He did not buy me, mind you, although he could have back then. No, he gave me the money and disappeared. No strings attached.”

      Raven shook her head. Was he speaking metaphorically? Slavery hadn’t been legal for over a hundred years.

      “Living free was hungry work. I contracted yellow fever that year. Gabriel was there for me again. He offered to cure me if I would work for him, not as a slave but as a wage-earning employee. I agreed. He fed me his tooth, and here we are. I’ve never regretted it.”

      Raven rubbed her eyes. “Excuse me, but did you mean you were an actual slave? You personally?”

      “We struck our bargain in 1799,” Richard said.

      Raven couldn’t breathe. She searched Richard’s face and found nothing there to suggest he was joking. This couldn’t be real.

      He placed his hand on top of hers. “Raven, honey, I know this is a lot to take in, but that tooth he gave you is the gift that keeps on giving. Gabriel is not a bad man. He’s simply not like us. Who is? Heaven knows, everyone in New Orleans is flying their freak flag high.” His fingers slid slowly off hers as he leaned back in his chair and looked at her over his sunglasses.

      Raven couldn’t get her mouth to stay shut.

      Agnes tore a corner off a piece of pita bread and popped it into her mouth. “My husband died in 1965. The two of us were quite good at spending money at that time. Once Harry was gone, I found out we’d been living well beyond our means. We were in deep financial trouble and I thought I’d solve that problem with a bottle of sleeping pills. I used to go into Blakemore’s frequently and had ordered something for the house. When I called Gabriel to cancel it, he must have heard something in my voice. He showed up at my home and picked me up off the bathroom floor. I struck the bargain with him just before my heart slowed to a stop.” She sighed. “Turns out I had more to live for than I thought I did.” She lifted her wine and swirled the cabernet in the bottom of the glass.

      Raven pinched her thigh. She didn’t wake up. “You too?”

      “Yes. And Duncan, the driver.”

      “And the tooth has made you live longer than normal?”

      “Our lives and yours are now tied to his. We will live as long as he does,” Richard said.

      Chewing her lip, Raven wanted to scream. How could this be real? “But you work for him.” Raven scowled. “Aren’t you both just a different kind of slave?”

      Richard scoffed. “Do I look like a slave to you?”

      Agnes placed a steadying hand on Richard’s arm but looked straight at Raven. “We’ve both come to love Gabriel. That’s why we’re here, talking to you on his behalf. Yes, we are bound to him, but he has never abused that power, Raven.”

      “We know you’re scared,” Richard said. “Everyone is at the start. But if you give this a chance, you won’t regret it.”

      Raven shook her head. “Being trapped in that room…” She grabbed the base of her neck.

      “It must have been terrifying for you, but believe me when I promise it will never happen again.” Agnes replaced her glasses. “You are too important to Gabriel for him to do anything to scare you away. I suspect he’s kicking himself right now at the prospect.”

      Richard straightened. “Agnes…”

      “No, Richard, she needs to know. She is too important to all of us.” She squeezed Raven’s hand. “We can’t let you quit, not just for Gabriel’s sake but for ours and for your own.”

      “I don’t understand.” Raven rubbed her temples.

      “The curse on Gabriel’s ring is eating his magic from the inside out. That ring allows Gabriel to stay in our realm. When his magic dies, he will either have to return home to the place he came from or he will perish here,” Agnes added. “Either way, we lose.”

      “What do you think will happen to each of us if Gabriel’s magic fails?” Richard asked.

      Raven’s breath caught as realization dawned. “You mean the tooth. The magic of the tooth will also fail.”

      They nodded in unison. “If Gabriel’s magic is gone, the magic keeping all of us alive will also be gone. Richard will age rapidly and most certainly die, as will I. You—”

      “I’ll have cancer again.”

      “We’re not sure how it will happen,” Richard said. “If the effects will fade gradually or all at once. But, girl, the results will not be good.” Richard rubbed a hand over his short curls, looking exhausted.

      “You are our last and final hope to break the curse. Gabriel is no longer strong enough to bind another helper,” Agnes said.

      “But that’s the problem,” Raven said. “Gabriel chose me because he thought I was psychic. I’m not. I don’t understand how I can help any more than the two of you. Flipping through books all day—books I can’t even read—it isn’t going to work. You must know that.”

      They fell silent, both staring at her, competing in an impromptu contest of who could look the most forlorn.

      “What about the person who did this before me?” Raven asked. “Was she a real psychic? Maybe we can convince her to return.”

      Agnes nodded. “As real as they come. A medium too. She spoke to spirits.”

      “Why did she leave? Can we talk her into coming back?”

      “She’s not coming back.”

      “Why not? Did Gabriel heal her as well? Doesn’t she know what will happen?”

      Agnes and Richard looked at each other for a moment before Agnes spoke again. “Kristina was a troubled soul. Sometimes she didn’t seem completely… sane. Gabriel tried to help her, but one morning she didn’t come in to work. A few days later, we were visited by a police officer. She’s gone missing, Raven. No one, not even her family, knows where she is.”

      Raven held her head. It was so much to take in, so much pressure. She wasn’t a medium and she couldn’t talk to spirits. There was nothing remotely magical about her. But if what Agnes and Richard told her was true, her life as well as theirs depended on her finding a way to shatter this curse.

      “I hate to break it to you guys, but we are doomed. There’s been a huge mistake. I don’t have any supernatural abilities.” A thought came to her. “How did the ring get cursed in the first place? Wouldn’t undoing the source of the curse be the better option?”

      Richard lowered his chin to look at her over his sunglasses. “The source of the curse is one dangerous, badass witch, and she would be the last person to lift it.”

      Raven leaned forward, resting her chin on her fist.

      “Don’t tell Gabriel I told you about this,” Richard said. “Nothing pokes the dragon in the scales like talking about her.”

      “I’ll keep it to myself,” Raven said. “Her who?”

      “Have you heard of Crimson Vanderholt?”

      The name sounded familiar, but Raven couldn’t place it.

      “The voodoo queen of New Orleans?” Agnes clarified with a raised eyebrow.

      “Uh… you don’t mean the one that does bachelor parties and backyard ceremonies?” Crimson Vanderholt was nothing like your stereotypical voodoo queen. She was blond and blue-eyed and covered in tattoos. She was the type of person Avery would have commented had “led a rough life.” As far as Raven was aware, she was commonly believed to be an entertainer rather than a true voodoo priestess. Her entire shtick was scammy. For fifty dollars, she’d come to your house on your birthday in a red bustier and flowing black skirt, wave a snake in the air, and call it a spell to prolong your life.

      “That’s the one,” Richard said. “She’s the real thing, darling. Into some dark shit too.”

      “What’s her beef with Gabriel?”

      “Crimson took a shine to Gabriel a few decades ago. She’s much older than she looks. She’s been around almost as long as Gabriel. He claims she was once an acolyte of Dr. Jean.”

      “Whoa, the Dr. Jean?” Dr. Jean Montanee was as famous as Marie Laveau when it came to the history of voodoo in New Orleans. He was considered the original and most powerful voodoo priest to have ever graced the city. If you followed the religion, he was a big deal. “So she’s immortal too?”

      He nodded. “A dark witch. She is extremely powerful and absolutely obsessed with Gabriel.”

      Agnes leaned forward and lowered her voice. “She asked him to marry her in the early 1900s. He refused. She asked again several years later. Apparently, that time he embarrassed her enough that he pissed her off royally. Over the years Gabriel had to defend himself from all manner of love charms from the woman. I caught her putting a potion in his coffee once. Completely out of her mind.”

      Richard leaned forward and spread his hands. “You would think the witch would give up after a hundred years of hearing no, but she won’t. And every year she grows stronger. Enter women’s liberation, and Crimson became even more obsessed. Now she says she just wants sex. On Mardi Gras last year, she disguised herself as another woman and tried to lure Gabriel into her bed. He refused, but because he didn’t know who she was, he let her get too close. She cursed his ring.”

      Agnes shook her silver hair. “Now she says if he won’t have sex with her, he dies. She’s given him a year. That year is almost up.”

      “Talk about desperate,” Raven said. “All this for one night with him? It doesn’t make sense.”

      “We think it’s about voodoo,” Richard said.

      “Oh, she claims she loves him,” Agnes added. “Claims she wants to marry him. But she is incapable of love. Her true goal is power. We’re not sure how the sex will make her stronger, but judging by her past behaviors and comments, we’re sure magic is her motivation.”

      The distaste that filled Raven steeled her resolve. Even the thought of Crimson forcing herself on Gabriel turned her stomach. A primal urge to rip the woman to shreds made her fingers twitch. Raven had no right or reason to feel possessive of Gabriel, and she suspected it was their bond that was the source of the feeling, but at that moment, she pictured him hovering over her that first night in his bed, the heat of his hand radiating against her ribs, and she had the illogical thought that no one else belonged in her place.

      “We have until Mardi Gras to break that curse, Raven. Will you help us? All of us?”

      Raven was unable to stop the tears from rolling over her cheeks. As much as she wanted to help, she could not go back there. Not today.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I need to go home and think. Tell Gabriel I need time.”
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      “You told her everything?” Gabriel stared over his desk at Richard, his heart dropping like a stone. The man must have drawn the short straw because Agnes had volunteered to help the customers in the store while he delivered the bad news.

      “She said she needs time.” Richard rubbed his palms together slowly.

      “It’s been almost twenty-four hours.” Gabriel’s fingers drummed beside his desk blotter.

      “I think she’ll be back,” Richard said confidently.

      “You think… You think she’ll be back.” Gabriel grabbed a pen off his desk and hurled it across the room where it lodged in the wall an inch deep. His fists came down hard on the desk, the handsome piece of furniture groaning under the pressure. Richard bounded from his chair in the blink of an eye.

      “Gabriel, my friend, I love you, man, but your eyes are telling me you need some alone time.” Richard backed toward the door. “Don’t give up on her. She seems like a decent person.”

      Gabriel’s insides coiled and writhed, his dragon’s scaly flesh brushing the underside of his skin. He was the dragon and the dragon was him. Fully and completely. Only sometimes the beast demanded his own way, a crabby alternate personality that Gabriel struggled to keep under control. His inner dragon was all about primal urges and living in the now, punching first and asking questions later.

      It scared him a little how close that part of him was to the surface these days. He didn’t blame Richard for making himself scarce. When Gabriel got angry, the dragon knocked on his internal door. Like the night he found Raven in that alley. No wonder she’d run. He’d brutally beaten those men and left them to die, without remorse. Raven probably thought he was a killer, and she wasn’t wrong. He’d killed before when he had to. And the truth was, the closer they came to Mardi Gras and the culmination of the curse, the less human he’d feel. No wonder she feared him.

      He closed his eyes and rested his face in his hands.

      Footsteps entered the room and the door closed. Probably Agnes checking on him.

      “Leave it open. I’ll be fine in a minute.”

      A cruel laugh cut through the room. “Oh, I doubt it.”

      His gaze snapped up, the cloying scent of saccharine-sweet perfume filling his nostrils. Crimson. She was leaning across his desk, her overfull bust spilling out of the front of her dress within the frame of her ratty blond hair. Another man might have found her voluptuous or simply taken her to bed for the distraction. Gabriel found her repellant.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “A month, Gabriel. That’s all you have left. Isn’t it time you were reasonable?” She drew a nail down the side of her neck and over her right breast. “One night, that’s all I’m asking. I have a spell that will ensure once is enough.”

      “Enough for what?”

      “Enough for me to harness your power. Simple as that.”

      Looking at her now, it was hard to believe they used to be friends. For close to three hundred years they’d lived in the same city, and as immortals, there were times they’d had to rely on each other for protection and support. At one time, he’d considered her his closest friend. It might have been more if he hadn’t seen her for what she was, hadn’t caught her removing the still-beating hearts of dying soldiers on the Civil War battlefield, hearts that she used to bolster her own power. These days she was a warped version of herself, whose magic was dark enough that the stink of it turned his stomach.

      He looked her straight in the eye. “No. My answer hasn’t changed. I will never sleep with you, Crimson. Never. Even if I didn’t find you repulsive, the thought of giving you my power would be.”

      Her smug grin morphed into a sneer. “Repulsive?” She stood and tugged at her dress so that her breasts bounced. “I’ve never had a man say that before. As I recall, you used to find me quite comely.”

      “You’ve changed. You are nothing to me but a walking corpse.”

      “Could it be that your interest in the male employee out front goes further than friendship?”

      Clearly she meant it as an insult, but Gabriel didn’t flinch. He was completely okay with her assuming he was Richard’s partner. She could spread it all over town if she wanted. “Yes,” he lied. “I am gay. As gay as they come. I cannot stomach being with a woman. Now remove your curse from my ring.”

      “Liar.” She snorted. “Besides, if that’s your game, I have ways to get around it.” She cupped her hands over her face and smoothed them up and over her hair, giving her body a little shake. When she was done, a male version of herself stood before him. Even her clothes had changed. She now wore a three-piece suit. “I assure you, my illusions are strong enough to fool even you.” Even her voice was an octave lower.

      He scowled. “What have you done to yourself? This is dark, even for you.”

      She swaggered toward him around the desk. “As dark as it comes, darling. Don’t knock it until you’ve tried it.”

      “The answer is no. Never. Don’t come back here again.”

      She shook herself and the illusion broke apart and dissolved around her. “Never say never, Blakemore. The worst is yet to come.” She eyed his ring, stepping closer.

      Gabriel rose from his chair and backed toward the wall to put space between them.

      “You’ll be begging me for mercy in a few short weeks.”

      The door opened. “Gabriel, I…” Raven stood on the threshold, her eyes darting between him and Crimson. “I’m sorry. Richard and Agnes are with customers, and I didn’t know you had… company.”

      His chest swelled with hope. She’d returned! All was not lost. He smiled at her, pouring all the warmth he felt for her at that moment into his expression. “Crimson was just leaving.”

      “Who is this lovely little bird?” Crimson’s artificial nails clicked as she reached for Raven.

      A growl rumbled in Gabriel’s chest. When had his fangs dropped and his fingers extended into talons? “Leave, now.”

      Crimson’s eyes widened for a fraction of a second. Her gaze roved over Raven, her lip twitching. “Interesting.” She snorted. “She’s more pitiful than the last one, and I suspect will last half as long.”

      Gabriel leaped over the desk, sweeping Raven into the office and behind him. With a deadly growl, his talons slashed out and tore through Crimson’s chest. Right through it. Her form rippled like water, and then she was whole again. No blood. No injury.

      “Oh please,” Crimson said. “I know all your tricks, Gabriel. You can’t hurt me.” She swaggered out of his office and disappeared.

      Gabriel whirled to face Raven. “Are you all right?”

      “Is she gone?”

      “Yes.” Gabriel could no longer detect the voodoo queen’s acrid stench.

      Raven let out a deep breath. “So, that’s the infamous Crimson. She’s a theme park princess gone wrong.”

      “That’s one way of putting it.” He scanned her from head to toe. “Thank you for coming back. You are back, aren’t you?”

      Her spine was straight, confident; she was not a bit afraid even though she’d watched him try to tear Crimson apart. “I have decided that I will help you, Gabriel Blakemore,” she said. “On my terms.”
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      A cold prickle lingered at the base of Raven’s neck. Never in her life had she been in the room with energy as dark and evil as Crimson Vanderholt’s. The woman oozed menace. Raven got the sense that the voodoo queen had once been pretty, maybe even beautiful, but now she appeared to be someone trying too hard to cover an unsustainable lifestyle. Her makeup was thick, her hair overprocessed, and her perfume… Raven had never smelled a more sickly-sweet concoction.

      The four-inch talons that had extended from Gabriel’s first knuckles retracted with a shake of his hands, his partial transformation reverting before her eyes. All at once, she remembered what he was. She was in a room with a dragon. He was big and strong and had killed people without breaking a sweat. She’d watched him thrust claws through Crimson’s gut. She swallowed hard. A cold ribbon of fear twisted through her, and she wondered if she’d done the right thing coming back here.

      But then he started tapping again. The same pattern as before, tap-tap-tap, tap-tap-tap. His face took on a tortured expression, and he tucked the offending hand behind his back. Raven connected with that expression. She was no stranger to being a slave to compulsion. Her brain cancer had once made her arm go rigid, snapping to her side and straightening until her muscles threatened to break her bones. She’d had no control over the movement back then.

      Dragon or not, Gabriel was suffering.

      “Give me your hands,” Raven said softly.

      His gaze snapped to hers.

      “It’s okay. I… I understand. I used to have something similar when I was sick. Please.”

      Slowly, Gabriel withdrew his hand from its hiding place and held it out to her. She sandwiched his tapping fingers between her palms and rubbed vigorously. “Dr. Freemont used to say that distraction was better than any drug when it came to obsessive-compulsive behavior.”

      An overwhelming sense of calm rolled through her, and she smiled as his fingers eased under her touch. After witnessing those fingers turn into claws, she should have been afraid, but she wasn’t. Gabriel was dangerous. He was a killer. He was massive enough to tear her to shreds. But when he’d leaped across the desk and lashed out at Crimson, he’d been protecting her. Every time he’d become violent, it had been to shield her, because if Agnes and Richard were to be believed, he needed her. She trusted in that as she remained close to him.

      “How did you do that?” Gabriel gawked at their coupled hands.

      “I’m not a doctor, but it has something to do with neural pathways. If you disrupt the electrical impulses from your brain to your extremity, you can ease the discomfort.”

      He nodded. “Thank you.”

      She raised her face and looked directly into those smoldering eyes. Big mistake. Avery had been right. Gabriel Blakemore was undeniably sexy. For a moment she forgot who she was or why she was standing there holding his hand. Her tongue turned to leather and her mind went straight back to his bedroom, to the feel of being under him, dwarfed by him. She dismissed the rogue thought and lowered her gaze, dragging her fingers off his. “You’re welcome.”

      “You said something about terms.”

      “Yes.” She collected herself, smoothing her hair and gathering her thoughts. “I need to be paid. Well paid, Gabriel. My dad has been riding my ass to go back to school, and I owe my mom a ton of money. If I’m going to put him off, I have to have a good reason.”

      “Done. What else?”

      “I need weekends off.”

      He inhaled sharply.

      “I know you only have a brief time left, and I will be here working when I don’t have other things to do. But life is short. I promised myself the day I walked out of the hospital that I would never live like that again. I plan to live every day like it’s my last. I want to help you, but my time is my own. I come and go as I please.”

      He stepped in closer, close enough that she could feel his breath. He didn’t look happy. “I won’t stop you from doing what you want to do, but I need to know where you will be. To keep you safe. With my magic in the state it is, I can’t track you like I once could.”

      She bristled. Raven had no intention of reporting her whereabouts to him on a regular basis. She was a grown woman. “If I miss work hours, I will let you know why.”

      “Anything else?”

      “No locks. I won’t be locked in. I don’t care how valuable the books are.”

      “I gave you the key.”

      “Not good enough. I want to keep the door open.” Raven closed her eyes. “It feels like a coffin when it’s closed. It’s hard enough for me to be stuck inside all day. I won’t be locked in.”

      He grunted. “Okay. Is that all? I want to know all the terms I’m agreeing to.” His eyes tightened at the corners, and he pressed his mouth into a straight line.

      “That’s it.”

      “I accept your terms.” He licked his lips, and Raven saw hunger brew like a storm around his coal-black pupils. The red flecks burned, flickering in a way that wasn’t human. His smoky scent filled her lungs, and his undivided attention weighed on her like a spotlight. “On one condition.”

      Raven swallowed. It wasn’t fear that made her heart flutter. “What condition is that?”

      “As you say, life is short. I have until Mardi Gras to find a cure or I will end. My end will come before yours, in fact. All of this means that I must live until I die as well. What purpose is there to life if we don’t enjoy the time we have?”

      She shook her head. “What does that have to do with me?”

      Towering over her, he bent his neck until his nose almost grazed hers. “Your presence helps ease the symptoms of my curse, Raven.” He stretched the fingers of the hand that was no longer tapping.

      “Oh?” Her voice came out in a squeak. Why did the sound of her name on his lips make her insides quiver?

      “Yes. At times I will need to be near you, no questions asked. That is my condition.”

      His skin was hot. Hot where his breath skimmed her cheek. Hot where his chest neared her own. That heat seeped into her, sliding down her skin like warm honey.

      What was happening? She had no business reacting this way to someone like him. He was a dragon. Not even human. Not to mention he was her boss.

      “Okay.” The word came out husky, and she cleared her throat, her cheeks warming. “I accept your condition.”

      “Good. Then you will have dinner with me tonight.” Not a question. A statement.

      “Er, no,” she said. “I’m sorry. I can’t. It’s my mother’s birthday. I have to have dinner with her and my sister.”

      He stepped back, his jaw tightening as if he were supremely disappointed.

      “Breakfast?” she blurted.

      He paused. “Oh, I would love to make you breakfast, Ms. Tanglewood,” he drawled, his eyes raking over her.

      She ignored the innuendo. Chewing her lip, she said, “I’ll come early tomorrow, before the shop opens.”

      He nodded, his nostrils flaring. “Very well. We have a deal.” He extended his hand and she shook it. As he backed away, still firmly gripping her palm, his eyes dropped to her arm and he frowned. “Raven, what is this?”

      She looked down and then looked again. Her arm was glowing. Not her entire arm but portions of it. It was covered in marks like she’d caught a case of phosphorescent, interconnected measles. Her other arm was normal, pale-skinned, and smooth. The glow was only on the side that held his hand.

      “I don’t know. What is happening to me?”

      He released her and the markings slowly faded. “I’m not sure. I’ve never seen this before. Has anything unusual happened to you recently?”

      She rolled her eyes. “What hasn’t been unusual? Literally everything about yesterday was a once in a lifetime.”

      “Did Crimson touch you?”

      “No. But wait… This arm itched when I was reviewing the grimoires. I couldn’t stop scratching. I thought I was having an allergic reaction.”

      He cradled her arm again, rubbing his thumbs over the long blue vein on the inside of her wrist. His fingers were warm, soothing. She almost moaned. Light followed his thumbs, glowing to life where he touched. “I don’t think this is an allergic reaction, Raven. Your skin is reacting to me.”

      “What do you think it means?” she asked. “Does it have to do with the bond?”

      He looked her in the eye again. “I am not sure. But I promise you I will find out.”
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      Raven had underestimated how hard it would be to reenter the library. All she had to do was look into the space and her heart raced. But she was not the sort of woman to be conquered by fear. Cancer was a shrinking room with no doors and no windows. She’d survived it because of Gabriel. She would survive this for him.

      Skin slick with sweat, she propped the door wide open and crossed to the desk near the window. The drapes were open today, and the shelves of books seemed different in the full light—less daunting. Her original curiosity crept back like a skittish pet. These books were worlds waiting to be explored. And she planned to survey every one of them.

      No matter what Gabriel thought, she wasn’t psychic. Raven didn’t have any power capable of detecting the spell that could break the curse on his ring, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t help. What she needed was a method to find any magical instructions that had to do with curses, then Gabriel could review her findings and they could try anything that looked promising.

      She flipped to the back of the catalog and tore out a blank page, then folded it into thin strips and ripped along the seams. The text of the grimoire still on her desk was clearly in German. She pulled out her phone and navigated to her translation app, plugging “curse” into the English to German box.

      “Fluch or die Verwünschung,” she whispered. Should be simple enough. She would find and mark every instance of either word. She lifted her chin. She could do this.

      After quickly examining all eight hundred pages of the German text, Raven had found only eight instances of the words. She followed that up with a grimoire in a Middle Eastern language. Then one in Old English that she wasn’t sure was a grimoire at all, but more likely a reference guide to the application of herbal medicine. She skimmed each page for the words for curse, noting any spells that mentioned them. She had no idea if the entries she found were for breaking curses or casting them, but she marked any promising spells for Gabriel, using the bookmarks she’d created.

      Whatever Raven was allergic to came back again. She’d started to believe it was some sort of mite that lived in the pages of these books. Her current tome, with its crisp modern print, made her skin feel cold and the half-moons at the base of her fingernails darkened to a blue tint. She tried to ignore it.

      “Knock, knock,” Agnes said from the door.

      Raven looked up. “Oh, Agnes, come in.”

      The old woman smiled. “Sorry to interrupt, but I was wondering if you needed a break. Gabriel wanted me to watch the room for you while you’re away.” She looked around at the priceless volumes on the shelves and then back at Raven, her lips pursed.

      “Uh, yes, I do, but… Agnes, can I ask you something?”

      “You may ask. I can’t guarantee an answer.” The woman grinned beneath her gigantic glasses and sidled up to Raven at the desk.

      “Do you know how Kristina organized these grimoires? The categorization doesn’t make sense to me. I mean, clearly she has them broken into distinct sections, but I can’t tell what distinction she used to group them. I’ve ruled out alphabetical or by language. They aren’t categorized by age.”

      Agnes ran a perfectly manicured nail down the list, then inspected the corresponding shelf. After a few moments, she released a deep sigh. “I’m sorry, Raven. I have no idea. It doesn’t make any sense to me.”

      “But did Kristina mention anything to you about what she was doing? Anything that might give me a clue? It’s like she up and left in the middle of her work.”

      Agnes gripped her chin and shook her head. “Kristina kept to herself. Unlike you, she enjoyed being locked in here. She wasn’t a people person, you understand. Never joined us for lunch.”

      Raven frowned. “Why do you think she left?”

      “Richard and I have gone rounds about it. We have no idea. The girl seemed happy here. Although she was troubled. Her gift of talking to spirits made her often… distracted. From what we’d heard, she’d had a history of being misdiagnosed with mental illness. Clearly the adults in her life never understood her gift. No one did until Gabriel.”

      “So, despite being happy here and Gabriel being the only one who ever understood her, she simply took off one day?”

      Agnes lowered her voice. “You didn’t hear it from me, but to be honest, Richard and I think something happened to her. Gabriel can use the bond to call both Richard and me to his side, but for some reason he is unable to use that ability to track down Kristina. But then, now that I think about it, he wasn’t able to call you either, was he?”

      Raven shrugged. “What does the call feel like?”

      “Like a sharp tug behind your breastbone. It’s not something you’d be able to ignore, or to forget.”

      “Then no. I didn’t feel anything. But maybe he didn’t try. Maybe he wasn’t that concerned with me leaving.”

      Agnes’s platinum bob swung against her cheek as her head turned abruptly. “Oh, dear. Believe me, if he could have forced you back, he would have. We had one grouchy dragon on our hands.”

      “Oh.” Raven sighed. “Hmm. I wonder what happened to her… Kristina. I wonder if Crimson had anything to do with it.”

      Agnes shrugged. “If she did, it seems odd to me that she wouldn’t use her to get at Gabriel. Crimson isn’t subtle. She would be the type to leave a ransom note. Even if she killed the girl, she’d want credit.”

      Raven contemplated the list one last time, then shook her head. “Thanks for having a look. I’ll take that break now.” She rose and headed into the attached room, pausing when she saw a fresh tray of tea on the table in the kitchenette. “Agnes?”

      Raven’s shaky voice must have struck a chord because the older woman came running.

      “What is it, honey?”

      “The tea… I didn’t see anyone come in with this. How is it here?”

      Agnes cackled. “Oh, that’s just Juniper and Hazel, dear, Gabriel’s housekeeping staff. They’re practically invisible and as silent as church mice. Enjoy it. It looks delicious.”

      Silent and invisible were understatements. Juniper and Hazel were miracle workers. Raven cracked her neck and tried to take Agnes’s word for it. After a short bathroom break, Raven poured herself a cup of the tea and filled a plate with finger sandwiches before returning to the book she’d been working on. She thanked Agnes.

      “Anytime, my dear. As sad as I am about Kristina leaving us, I’m happy you’re here.” She smiled brightly and left the room.

      Left alone again in the library, Raven retrieved the next grimoire from the shelf. This one was in English. The Book of Melding contained potion recipes and associated incantations to do anything from keeping deer out of a garden to rendering an enemy lifeless. Not dead. Temporarily lifeless. Raven shuddered as she read it. Nothing about breaking curses on jewels, although there were potions used to repel or prevent them on a person. She marked those, just in case.

      Out of bookmarks, she again flipped to the back of Kristina’s ledger to tear another page from the binding to make into strips. Once that was removed, a drawing was revealed on the second to last page of the catalog. She paused to admire it. It was a sketch of a tree with a twisted trunk and branches that arced almost to the braided roots. A tree of life in the Celtic tradition.

      Raven stared at the sketch as she sipped her tea. Damn, Kristina was talented. According to Agnes, she’d liked being in this room. What else was she good at? Why had she left so abruptly? What had happened to her?

      Raven selected the next grimoire, this one in French, but she couldn’t concentrate on the words. All she could think about was the tree and Kristina’s meticulously cataloged library. Agnes and Richard had said Kristina was a medium, someone who spoke to spirits. Someone with a powerful gift. If something had happened to her, why hadn’t the spirits warned her?

      When Raven looked at her phone again, she swore. If she didn’t hurry, she was going to be late for her mom’s party. She scribbled a note to Gabriel to check the pages she’d marked, locked the library, and jogged down to his office.

      “Gabriel?” His door was open, but Raven knocked on the outer wall before entering. He wasn’t there. She placed the note on the center of his desk. A chill spider-walked up her spine at the memory of when she was last in this room, of Crimson surveying her like she was a new pet. Magic or not, that woman did an excellent Ted Bundy impression. Her cold eyes had cut straight through Raven, and her expression had been—murderous.

      Frowning, Raven pulled her phone from her pocket and typed Kristina missing person New Orleans in the search bar. An article popped up: Father Pleads for Help in Missing Person Case. Raven bookmarked it to read later. Gabriel might not want to talk about Kristina, but Raven couldn’t let this go. If Crimson had anything to do with her disappearance, Raven needed to know. Besides, finding Kristina and reenlisting her help could be their only hope of breaking the curse.
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      Crimson Vanderholt watched the Three Sisters from across the street, thinking she was very clever. People were always underestimating her. It was her favorite thing about life, actually. An underestimated person had far more power than one whose talents were fully appreciated.

      It had taken her less than twenty minutes to figure out who Raven Tanglewood was. A short conversation with that idiot Richard had proven fruitful. She’d had to compel it out of him with a carefully spritzed herbal concoction, but the man could not resist her influence. Once she had the name, tracing Raven to the Three Sisters was easy enough. No magic needed. There were articles galore on the internet about her cancer and the various fundraisers her parents had thrown on her behalf.

      The cancer was interesting. It should have killed her. All the articles said it was terminal. But clearly the girl had a new lease on life. Gabriel’s handiwork, Crimson assumed. He’d used dragon magic; there was no other explanation.

      A town car pulled in front of the restaurant and the girl climbed out. She had to hand it to Gabriel; Raven was beautiful. A pang of jealousy ricocheted through her. Was this the reason she couldn’t win Gabriel’s affections? This little slip of a woman with her woe-is-me cancerous past? He must feel sorry for her, she thought. If Gabriel did have feelings for her, there were things that could be done, actions that would neutralize the girl before she became a problem.

      Crimson needed Gabriel. The demons she spoke to at night told her his magic was the only way she could extend her longevity. A human witch was not meant to live forever, and Crimson was over three hundred years old. The first time she’d been meant to die was at age sixty-five from a case of consumption. With the help of a close friend, she’d tapped into demonic energy and developed a ritual to give herself temporary immortality. At that stage, the spell required only blood sacrifices of animals. As time went on though, she’d started to age. And although she repeated her ritual, the spell offered diminishing returns.

      Just short of her two hundredth birthday, she’d sacrificed her first human. She’d been living in Storyville, making her living as a fortuneteller, when an inebriated man hadn’t been happy with her vision of his future. His anger had turned to violence and then to lust. He’d tried to rape her before she’d reached the athame she always kept in her boot and thrust it into his gut. The injury hadn’t been enough to kill him, but it had weakened him sufficiently for her to force him back to her chamber. She’d performed the ritual, this time drawing on his human life.

      That had renewed and revived her body far more effectively than any animal. She’d killed five men since then and absorbed the life force out of many a dying man’s heart. Each had provided several more years, but the wrinkles at the corners of her eyes and mouth told her she was running out of time. The ritual needed more. Something greater.

      Gabriel was a dragon. Over the years, she’d heard it was forbidden for a witch to mate with a dragon, but it was ages before she questioned why. If her sources were correct, sex with him would infuse her with power, at least enough for another lifetime. The demons had promised her as much.

      Of course, Gabriel didn’t need to know her reasons. No one did. As far as those around her were concerned, she spoke to spirits, the generations of voodoo ancestors who came before her. To them she was the descendant of Dr. Jean. She wasn’t, of course, although she had known him once. Truthfully, she was an orphaned child of two executed criminals, raised in a convent that might as well have been a prison. Voodoo had saved her life, as had the broader practice of magic that her voodoo roots had grown into. For all her early childhood hardships, Crimson was blessed with one curious talent: she could speak to demons, and with small sacrifices she could get them to do her bidding. They’d made her powerful, and in return she’d fed them generously.

      As the town car pulled away, Crimson watched Raven slip inside the colorful cottage-like pub on Magazine Street. “Malphesidak, I need an illusion,” she whispered.

      The demon seeped from the sewer like an oily snake, slithered around her ankle and ascended her body. It leached into her skin, filling her with its power. She smoothed her hands over her face and hair and shivered with the transformation. When she looked down at herself, she was a mousy and plump woman in her forties.

      “Perfect,” she cooed. “Thank you, my darling.”

      Crossing the street, she slipped into the front door of the bar. The Three Sisters was the type of place she would call eccentric. The walls were painted purple and cherry red with lime-green accents. There were wooden parrots hanging from the ceiling, tiki torches around the bar, and an overall ambience that would fit in at a Jimmy Buffett concert or a Tommy Bahama store. It was kitschy but homey, filled with people drinking and hugging. The smell of spilled beer, fryer grease, and candle wax hit her squarely in the face.

      She navigated the crowd to the bar and ordered a beer. “What a lovely pub you have here,” she said to the young man popping the cap. “Is it always this crowded?”

      “It’s the owner’s birthday. This is a family party.” The boy couldn’t be more than twenty with sandy-brown hair and freckles. She sensed he wasn’t related to the dark-haired group gathered in the opposite corner of the place.

      “Oh, how nice,” she said, sipping her beer. “Are all three sisters here?”

      “What? Uh… Oh… No.” The bartender laughed. “You mean the name of the place. No, it’s not named after living people. I haven’t worked here long, but it has something to do with the family’s heritage.”

      “You don’t say.” Crimson eyed the crowd, finding Raven smiling at an older woman who must be her mother.

      The bartender shrugged. “I guess they’ve been here since the late 1600s. There was a plantation in the family at one point, the Tanglewood plantation. That’s where the name comes from. It’s kind of a big deal in their family. If you’re born a Tanglewood, you stay a Tanglewood. Even the girls keep the name.”

      She smiled as he moved on to fill another patron’s drink order. “How very interesting,” Crimson whispered. The demon had slithered and hissed inside her head when the bartender had mentioned the family name.

      “Tanglewood,” she said to herself, testing the word on her tongue. Why did that name sound familiar? The demon squirmed in response. It knew the name, but how?  “Shh, my darling.”

      “Excuse me?” The bartender was back. “Do you need another?”

      Crimson placed the empty on the bar. “Oh no. Only one for me. Thank you.” She tossed a ten beside the empty. “Keep the change.”

      She left the Three Sisters more curious than when she’d arrived. “Who are you, Ravenna Tanglewood?” she whispered under her breath. “More importantly, what are you?”
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      All the tiny hairs on Raven’s arms stood at attention. It was like she’d been hit with an icy breeze, and she rubbed her shoulders against the chill.

      “Are you okay?” Avery asked. “It’s like eighty degrees in here and you’re shivering.”

      “Got a chill,” she said.

      Raven glanced over her shoulder, her gaze snagging on a woman leaving the bar. There was nothing unusual about her. If anything, her appearance was understated. Short. Maybe five foot. Mousy brown hair. Weight on the heavy side of average. Someone’s mom. Maybe someone’s grandma. There was no reason for Raven’s skin to go all creepy crawly on her. Only it did. Raven was goose-bumped and tingly. And the source was definitely that woman. Her intuition was doing a two-step with a sandwich sign that said run, run, run. Raven had never had such anxiety, and over a patron! She breathed a sigh of relief when the door closed behind the woman.

      “Raven, seriously, what’s wrong with you?” Avery asked. Her sister looked worried.

      Raven took a sip of her martini. “Nothing. Hungry. Tired. I’ll be okay.”

      Avery glanced between her and the door. “It’s Blakemore, isn’t it? You succumbed to his siren-like charms, and now your heart and soul are being crushed by his rakish nature.”

      Raven gave her a withering look. “He is not crushing me with his rakish nature. He’s not even rakish.”

      “That’s what they all say. Admit it, you have a crush on him!”

      With a laugh, Raven decided to throw her sister a bone. “Maybe.” It wasn’t a lie. Her thoughts dwelled on Gabriel in the most salacious ways. It was odd. She’d started yesterday locked inside a room and thinking he was a serial killer. She’d never been so happy to be wrong. Gabriel was mysterious and otherworldly, and she found him incredibly sexy. He spoke to something that lived deep inside her. Not the bond itself; she understood he’d connected them by healing her, but that was an entirely different feeling. This was her need for adventure. Gabriel was a living, walking adventure. He was the breath of life wrapped up in broad shoulders and a tight ass.

      “Why do you keep looking at the door? Did you invite him?” Avery asked.

      Raven shrugged. “I had a feeling he might stop by tonight. It’s stupid.”

      “Oh, well, he’s an idiot if he passes on you.” Avery wrapped an arm around her shoulders and kissed the side of her head.

      The rapid ching-ching-ching of a spoon against the side of a glass called their attention to the front of the bar. Their mom was standing on a chair, looking over the heads of all her guests.

      “I want to thank everyone for coming to this, my fiftieth birthday!” The crowd erupted in applause. “I never would have thought that my life would be filled with so much joy this year. My daughter is alive and well.” She raised her glass and everyone turned to look at Raven who smiled widely and raised her glass right back. “The Three Sisters is doing better than ever.” She nodded toward the bartender.

      “Despite my husband divorcing me,” Avery added in a murmur beside her.

      “And I am a lucky woman to be surrounded by friends who like me enough to drink my beer and eat my cake!”

      The crowd cheered.

      Avery and Raven laughed.

      “Now, consider this a thank-you to each of you for coming tonight. Have another round. I’m going to open my gifts.” She jumped off the chair and headed for the stack on the table at the back of the room.

      “She’s in rare form tonight,” Avery said. “Come on, she’s opening ours.”

      Since Raven didn’t have two quarters to rub together yet, Avery had taken care of the gift buying for both of them. She tugged Raven through the crowd to their mother’s side to watch her rip into the present. Raven had been so distracted with Blakemore’s, she’d forgotten to ask what her sister had picked out. She grinned as the gift came into view. An embossed photo album. Avery had outdone herself once again.

      Her mother squealed. “Oh girls, it’s perfect! And filled with pictures of Avery and Raven!” She held it up for the partygoers to see. “How thoughtful.”

      Raven leaned in to get a better look. The deep cinnamon-colored leather was embossed with their last name, Tanglewood, and a circular symbol. Raven squinted but couldn’t quite make it out.

      “What’s that symbol, Avery?” Raven asked.

      “It’s the Tanglewood family crest, the Tanglewood tree. You’ve never seen it before?”

      Raven shook her head.

      “I guess Dad didn’t want it in the house. He was always so butthurt about us taking Mom’s last name. Whatever. He knew what he was getting into when he married her.”

      Raven had always taken for granted their family’s tradition to keep the name Tanglewood generation after generation. Everyone knew the stories of the original three sisters, the Tanglewood plantation, and how their pub had come to be. But she didn’t remember a crest.

      “Here, Mom. I’ll put it aside while you open up your other gifts.” Raven reached for the album.

      “Good idea.” Her mother handed her the leather-bound book.

      Now that it was in her hands, Raven had an unobstructed view of the Tanglewood tree. She gasped, her fingers trailing lightly over the crest. This was Kristina’s tree. Same twisty trunk and drooping branches. It was the sketch Kristina had drawn at the back of the catalog.

      “Avery?” Raven’s voice was high and tight.

      “Yeah?”

      “This tree symbol, it’s common, right? You probably just picked it from Celtic stock art.”

      Avery looked at her like she was losing it. “It’s our family crest. As in, drawn by our ancestors… Not Celtic by the way. It was from here, a special angel oak tree that grew on the plantation before, you know…”

      She shook her head.

      “The place burned down or something, including the tree. After that, the Tanglewoods were out of the plantation business and into innkeeping.” She gestured toward the bar.

      “Why did I never know this?”

      Avery shrugged. “I don’t know. You were sick for a long time. It’s a morbid story. Anyway, I had to upload a scanned version of it. There is nothing like this anywhere.”

      “Of course not,” Raven murmured. Her head was spinning. The room felt hot, and she tugged at the collar of her shirt.

      “Are you okay?” Avery asked.

      She handed the album to her sister. “Um, I’m feeling weird again. I’m going to go to bed. Can you tell Mom?”

      “Sure. Do you want me to come with you? Are you sick? I could call Dr. Freemont.”

      “No, no. Seriously, I think I just ate something bad. I’ll be fine. Just need to lie down.”

      Avery nodded, her expression heavy with concern. Raven gave her a reassuring hug before heading toward the stairs to their apartment. As if Kristina’s disappearance wasn’t worrisome enough, now Raven had to wonder why the woman had been sketching her family’s crest.
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        Paragon, 1698

      

      

      Gabriel strolled down the hallowed aisle of Paragon’s Great Mountain Hall, elated to be witnessing history. Tonight his uncle, King Brynhoff, having ruled for two thousand years, would step down from the throne, ceremoniously passing the crown to Gabriel’s older brother, Marius.

      Of course, as dragons, older was a matter of minutes, not years. The nine siblings had hatched within the same hour. Still, Gabriel was happy Marius was considered firstborn. He wouldn’t want to have the responsibility for Paragon that his brother was taking on. It was too much. Even with their mother Eleanor, her consort Killian, and Brynhoff helping him rule, Marius’s entire existence would revolve around protecting, defending, and becoming the final rule of law in Paragon. Talk about pressure.

      Then again, Gabriel had trained as a warrior, both in the form of his dragon and his more common two-legged form. He and his brothers would be the ones leading Paragon’s troops in defense of the realm, if it ever came to that. Not that anyone would challenge them. No one had in thousands of years. Their realm was a paradise, loved by its citizens and neighbors alike.

      Taking his place to the right of Marius, Gabriel watched his younger brother Tobias stride down the red carpet after him. By the firm set of his jaw, Gabriel could tell he was still worried about Rowan, who was less than enthused about the day’s events. Marius might be the oldest, but Tobias was the one they all trusted. Alexander was next. Through his spectacles, he seemed to be memorizing the historical banners lining the shiny black obsidian walls of the palace. No doubt he’d sketch the occasion in his artist’s journal the first chance he got. Nathaniel, Xavier, Sylas, and Colin followed in turn, the first with the grace of a dancer, the second with his hand on his sword, and the last two looking distracted, like they had better places to be.

      And then there was Rowan, their only sister and the future of the race. The crowd collectively gasped at her beauty as she descended the aisle in a blood-red gown that made her look like a mountain goddess. Dragon women were rare. Rowan would have her choice of suitors and be their race’s best hope of producing heirs to the throne. Although Marius could take a consort, any children a future mate would bear would only become royalty if Rowan, as blooded queen, failed to produce young. That hadn’t happened in five thousand years. Rowan’s coronation was scheduled for after Marius’s. She was already suffering ridicule for not choosing a mate. It was a pressure Gabriel wouldn’t wish on anyone.

      Once everyone was in place, the priestess began the ceremony, calling on the Goddess of the Mountain to bless Marius with the wisdom he’d need to rule Paragon. His uncle, Brynhoff, stood behind Marius, his hand on his sword. Eleanor, his queen mother, stood off to his side, hand in hand with her consort and their father, Killian.

      Gabriel frowned. His uncle did not look happy this day. The older dragon’s mouth sagged, and he seemed to grow angrier with every word the priestess uttered. Gabriel’s instincts urged him to draw his sword. He didn’t like the way his uncle was looking at his brother, the corners of his narrowed eyes wrinkled with tension. The expression on his face was something Gabriel had never seen there before, but he had on others. If he was reading it correctly, Brynhoff was… jealous.

      But that couldn’t be. His mind wasn’t working right. His uncle had always wanted the best for all of them. Gabriel must have drunk too much tribiscal wine. He was seeing things. He relaxed his shoulder and dropped his hand from his sword hilt.

      Brynhoff’s gaze darted to Gabriel. In that fraction of a second, a moment as fleeting and wispy as a spider’s web, Gabriel’s life changed forever. His uncle drew his sword like only an ancient dragon could. As fast as a flash of light, the weapon sang through the air and Marius’s head tumbled from his shoulders. His body turned to dust just as quickly, his diamond heart hitting the floor with a bone-chilling clank.

      Gabriel’s sword was in his hand as Brynhoff turned a murderous gaze his way. His mother’s screams echoed through the hall, her ring, a bright yellow citrine, glowing like a small sun behind his uncle. She knew Gabriel didn’t stand a chance against Brynhoff. Gabriel was young, inexperienced. As Killian defended her, his mother raised her ring and uttered an incantation. Her magic plowed into him and his brethren. Gabriel’s body broke apart, and he was cast into shadow, cast from Paragon, cast into the human world.

      “Nooo!” Gabriel howled, springing out of bed like an overcranked jack-in-the-box. His talons and wings extended before he was fully awake, and he shredded the corner of his red sheets. How was it that even after three hundred years in New Orleans, the nightmare and the memory could come back to him as fresh as if it had happened yesterday?

      To this day, he did not know why his uncle had done what he’d done or what had ultimately happened to his mother and Killian, but he suspected his mother would have come for him and his siblings by now if she were still alive and free. They had arrived in the Old World with nothing but their rings and a quartz orb the size of a grapefruit. The orb carried a message; his mother had suspected the coup and prepared the spell to hide them in this new realm. She’d warned them not to return to Paragon and to spread out across the new land in case Brynhoff ever discovered where she’d hidden them. In his effort to maintain control, his mother’s message had said, Brynhoff would send hunters to slaughter them, the true heirs of Paragon. Staying together would make them an easy target.

      Gabriel’s fingers started to tap vigorously, and he closed his eyes against the rapid heartbeat and crawling skin that drove the compulsion. His mind immediately drifted to Raven. She could soothe this with a touch. When he’d fed her his tooth, he’d thought he was saving her, binding her. Now everything had gone topsy-turvy. Her presence was a balm to his worsening symptoms and a source of hope for him. Up until now, his only release from the ceaseless urge to tap was shifting into his dragon, a form that was mercifully immune to the side effects of the curse. If Raven could keep him from having to spend his remaining days hiding from the world within a shell of scales and fangs, he had to find a way to endear himself to her.

      Raven was an anomaly. He’d had lovers over the years, but never had he been drawn to a woman as he was to her—especially a human woman. It was her fire. He’d seen it the day he’d stood in her hospital room. Her words said she wanted to die, but what she really wanted was freedom: freedom from the confines of that wasted body, freedom from that room. The same as when she’d crouched in the window of the library. She wasn’t trying to kill herself. She’d believed she would survive that fall. It was all about being free, even if she broke her legs. Damn, he respected the shit out of that.

      Which was why he couldn’t be with her. Raven was human, and it had been a long time since he’d been with a woman. With his magic faltering the way it was, he couldn’t trust himself not to injure her. His dragon had taken an unnatural interest in Raven. That was dangerous. One uncontrolled shift and he could tear her apart.

      And that was simply the act itself. The real problem ran much deeper. If he loved her, and he could love her, she would never be safe. Loving Raven was an imagined future he could easily picture in his mind, as easily as he could conjure her jasmine-and-vanilla scent. But he was the eldest heir to Paragon, and this curse on his ring was only one of a million dangers that came with that honor. No, he couldn’t do that to her. She deserved a human husband, a home, safety and security.

      If his uncle ever found him, his head would be the first on the chopping block. The life of an innocent human like Raven would be the perfect bait and the ultimate punishment. He couldn’t stand it if something happened to her because of him. If she could accept what he was at all. Big if. To humans, he was a monster. If he ever revealed his true form, she’d probably run for the hills, and well she should.

      No, he’d been stupid to think of her now. He was an idiot for allowing himself to have feelings for the human. He must work harder to resist her charms.

      “Gabriel!”

      He turned his head. Now he could swear he was hearing her voice.

      “Gabriel!”
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      Raven slept fitfully that night. She dreamed she was running through a forest of tangled branches. There was something in the darkness hunting her. A monster. Its heavy breath came ragged in her ears. Closer and closer, until a rush of scalding air roared in the gathering darkness and fire engulfed her, burning the tangled wood around her, burning it all down. The dream changed, circling and swaying, and she saw herself burning.

      She wasn’t the victim. She was the monster.

      When she woke, she was sweating. Her heart pounded, and she stared at the silvery light of coming daybreak that shone through her window. It didn’t take a professional to analyze what her dream meant. Her job was to find a spell to break a curse on a dragon’s ring, a job that had resulted in her predecessor going missing under mysterious circumstances. Raven had the strangest feeling she was standing on the edge of a cliff. She understood her new reality, but until she jumped, none of it would feel entirely real. She ran her fingers along her arm where the markings had glowed the day before.

      Truth was, she didn’t fear the dragon half as much as she feared herself.

      At once, she threw back the covers. No way could she sleep with her thoughts racing the way they were. She needed answers, and there was only one place she could get them. She showered quickly and dressed in a pair of black slacks and a blouse she’d had from before she was sick. They were both too big on her, but they’d have to do. She couldn’t afford new clothes. Not yet.

      Raven had arranged for Duncan to pick her up at seven. The clock read five thirty. She couldn’t wait. She wanted to search Kristina’s notes again and confront Gabriel about the symbol Kristina had sketched and why it matched her family crest.

      She boarded the streetcar and traveled to Blakemore’s uneventfully. The front door was locked, but she knocked on the glass. It was dark inside. Raven hadn’t thought of this. Gabriel was probably still sleeping like the rest of New Orleans.

      Backing to the curb, she called toward the third-floor balcony in a loud whisper. “Gabriel. Gabriel!”

      A man with a cart laden with goods gave her an annoyed look before rolling his bounty into a restaurant up the street. Raven placed her thumb and pointer finger in her mouth and whistled.

      The curtains on the third floor moved aside, and then Gabriel was there, stepping out into the morning light. Oh hell was he there. Shirtless and in a pair of cotton pajama bottoms like something out of a dark dream. She lost her voice. Raven’s breath hitched in her throat, and her brain hiccupped. Why was she here again? What did she want to ask him?

      “Raven, what are you doing outside my window at this hour? Where’s Duncan?”

      “I—” Stop staring, she thought. She had to glance away to find her voice.

      “Wait. Come inside.” He gestured for her to go to the front door and disappeared again. By the time she reached it, he was already there, opening it for her. The smoky scent that surrounded her as she passed into the building was stronger than usual. He hadn’t showered yet, she realized. He’d just rolled out of bed. God, he was hot, his torso a series of hard planes and deep shadows. What would it feel like to touch that taut flesh? He ran warmer than her. She knew that much. Making love to him would probably feel like dancing with a flame. She forced a swallow. A man had no business looking like that first thing in the morning.

      “Raven?”

      “Hmm?”

      “What happened? Why are you here?”

      Her mouth worked, but nothing came out.

      He rushed to her, stroking down her arms, her back, and along her neck. Heat feathered over her skin with his touch in a way that made her scalp tingle. His movements were frantic, searching. “Are you well? Are you injured?”

      “I’m… I’m fine.” Honestly, she was tempted to say she was hurt so he’d keep touching her. It was intoxicating, his bare chest close, his smoky smell overwhelming her. She inhaled deeply, her head tipping back so she could look him in the face. What would it feel like to kiss him?

      “Why did you come without Duncan?” he snapped.

      Okay. Major mood breaker. “I had a nightmare,” she said. “I woke up early and couldn’t get back to sleep. I have questions. I thought we could… have breakfast and talk.” She chewed her lip. Where could she get herself a World’s Greatest Idiot mug? This was her boss, and she’d just woken him up because she had a bad dream. “Or I could work in the library until you’re ready, if you prefer?”

      He stopped with his hands on her shoulders, his dark eyes narrowing. “You couldn’t wait to talk to me?” The corner of his mouth lifted into a wry grin.

      Raven’s cheeks heated. “I have so many questions, Gabriel. My arms. The books. Kristina.” She shook her head. “Crimson.”

      He guided her deeper into the building, his hand landing naturally in the curve of her spine. “Give me a minute to get dressed. We will eat in the courtyard.”

      “And you’ll answer my questions?”

      He looked at her, eyes smoldering. “As honestly as I can, as long as you are willing to listen.”

      She swallowed hard. “Why wouldn’t I be willing to listen?”

      “People say they want the truth, but often lies are far easier to sleep with at night.”

      Okay. Raven didn’t like the sound of that, but she nodded anyway. He led her into a brick courtyard at the back of the building where a table was already laden with a silver tray of food and a carafe of coffee.

      She stopped short. “How is this already here?” She’d woken him. He wouldn’t have had time to make this or even call someone to make it.

      “Please, sit. Allow me to…” He looked down at himself. As much as Raven appreciated his bare chest and thin cotton pajamas, she understood his need to perform his morning routine. She nodded, feeling flushed, and sat down at the table.

      He disappeared in the blink of an eye.

      The courtyard was a haven with four ivy-covered brick walls forming the boundary. Flowers bloomed in pots along the border and around a bubbling fountain that made a relaxing gurgle in the open space. It was a crisp morning, but she was comfortable in her long sleeves. She leaned back in the chair and closed her eyes, letting the sun bake her face.

      The scent of smoky spices wisped past her nose, and she opened her eyes again. Gabriel, dressed in jeans and a sport jacket, watched her hungrily from the doorway. That was hunger she saw in his eyes, and not for the food on the table in front of her. It had been a long time and she was out of practice, but she knew when a man wanted her. He held her gaze too long and his body had stilled like a predator’s.

      She gave him a small flirtatious smile. With a shake of his shoulders, he frowned and strolled toward the chair opposite her, his body language going from hot to cold in a matter of seconds. She looked down at her hands, thinking she must be rusty when it came to the opposite sex. She had totally misread him after all.

      “Coffee?” he asked.

      She nodded. “You were going to explain how the food is ready. Agnes told me you have housekeepers, but they’d have to be clairvoyant to have prepared this in advance.”

      “Eat first, then I will answer.” He lifted a silver dome and slid a plate of eggs benedict in front of her. “You are still far too thin. Doesn’t your family feed you?”

      How rude. “My mother is a phenomenal cook, thank you very much. Dr. Freemont says my metabolism is like a bank that has been overdrawn for too long. It’s going to be hard for me to put on weight for a while,” Raven said with no attempt to soften the edge in her tone. “I’m sorry you find my appearance off-putting.”

      He drew back. “On the contrary, nothing about your appearance is unpleasant. You are… enchanting. I only worry about your health and that you are happy.”

      “Oh,” she said, sensing his words were genuine. Maybe… maybe she’d mistaken a brotherly regard for attraction. She stared down at her plate and took a bite. Delicious.

      “Agnes told you I have housekeepers. Did she also tell you they weren’t human?”

      Raven stopped chewing. “No. She left that part out.”

      “They followed me here from the Old World. They are oreads, or mountain nymphs. As long as there are natural substances from which to draw their power—wood, stone, water—they cannot be seen unless they wish to be seen.”

      “Oreads.” Raven dissected the strange word in her mind. “And they are the ones who brought me tea in the library?”

      He nodded.

      “How many work for you?”

      “Two. Juniper and Hazel.”

      “But I can’t see them.”

      “Not unless they wish to be seen. They only reveal themselves to those they trust completely.”

      “Oh.”

      “You said they come from the Old World. Where is that?”

      He eyed her plate. Raven took another bite.

      With a self-satisfied smile, he answered. “When I first arrived in this realm, it was on the island of Crete. The oreads are from Mount Ida. As magical beings, they were attracted to what I am. You could say our relationship is symbiotic.”

      “When you first arrived in this… realm? What realm are you originally from?” Raven hadn’t considered that he wasn’t from here. After all, everything she’d ever learned about vampires and witches suggested they were once human. Why not dragons?

      “All dragons are originally from Paragon.”

      “Paragon? Is that like another… planet?”

      He shook his head. “A realm. Another realm.”

      “What does that mean?”

      He sipped his coffee, studying his plate as if trying to find the right words. “If Paragon were another country or even another planet, you could potentially go there in a car or on a boat, right? Or maybe a rocket ship, yes?”

      Raven nodded.

      “No spaceship could ever reach Paragon.” He pointed toward the sky. “This planet, this universe, is one realm.” He held up one of the red cocktail napkins stacked on the tray. “Paragon is another.” He held up another napkin parallel to the first. “Two separate realities, advancing through space and time, never to intersect under normal circumstances.”

      “But you’re here.”

      “There was a political uprising in Paragon. My mother used very powerful magic to help my siblings and me escape. She saved our lives by sending us here.” He held up his right hand and thumbed the emerald ring. “She was the one who enchanted my ring. This allows me to withstand the environment here.”

      “And without that magic, you’ll die?” Her voice was hushed, although there was no one to hear her.

      He shook his head. “Death is not necessarily an accurate word for what will happen to me.”

      Raven could feel her eyes widening. She drew her mouth into a grimace. “What will happen?” The question was more breath than audible syllables.

      He licked his lips, his fingers playing across the handle of his mug. “I’ll turn to stone.”

      Sometimes life kicks you in the teeth. Raven wasn’t sure what she was expecting him to say, but “I’ll turn to stone” was not it. It bothered her. Not just because the entire situation was bizarre, but because it wasn’t lost on her that stone did not mean dead. She couldn’t imagine being conscious inside a body of stone. Or maybe she could. Was it unlike being very ill? The horror made her shift in her chair.

      “We are not going to let that happen. We’ll find a way to break the curse. I have an entire room of spells upstairs.”

      “About that…” He reached across the table and touched her wrist, his thumb running gently along the back of her hand. Raven had a moment to enjoy the touch and the delicious feeling of warmth it elicited. Then the marks returned. Her arm lit up and glowed right through her blouse.

      “It doesn’t hurt,” she said.

      His eyebrows sank. He retracted his hand.

      “Did this happen to Kristina?” she asked.

      “No.”

      “What did happen to her?”

      “She left one day and never came back.” Gabriel looked down at his plate, feeding himself a large bite of eggs.

      “But, I mean, do you think that woman, Crimson, had something to do with her disappearance?”

      Gabriel stopped eating. “I shouldn’t need to say this, but stay away from Crimson, Raven. She’s dangerous.”

      Raven crossed her arms over her chest. “Duh. After yesterday, I wasn’t planning on making her my BFF.”

      He snorted. “I have rescued you from a dark alley and a tall ledge. Believe me, Raven, if I thought I could apply logic to your actions, I wouldn’t bring it up.” He gave her a piercing stare.

      “Advice heeded,” she said flatly. “But there’s something else I need to ask you about Kristina.”

      He sighed heavily. “I don’t want to talk about Kristina.”

      “She sketched my family crest in the back of the catalog she kept of the grimoires. Do you have any idea why?”

      Gabriel’s expression seemed nothing short of shocked. “It must be a coincidence. Kristina was gone long before I considered binding you.”

      “It’s a distinct design based on a tree that used to grow on my ancestors’ property.”

      He shook his head. “I have no idea. I’m sorry, Raven.”

      She played with her food, her shoulders hunching.

      Gabriel placed a hand on hers, warming her with his touch. The pattern on her skin glowed to life again. “I’d like you to come with me to visit an acquaintance of mine. I believe she may know what this condition is on your arms.”

      “Okay.”

      “You’re not going to fight me on this?” The corner of his mouth lifted.

      “What would be the point? I want answers as much as you.”

      The laugh that came from deep within his chest wasn’t human, and it took her a second to realize what it was. It made her laugh too, and she leaned toward him without even thinking about it.

      “I am not used to this level of compliance from you. So far you’ve resisted me at every turn. You don’t want to use my car, you won’t lock the door to the library, you come and go on your own terms…”

      “Do you want me to resist?” She gave a teasing smile. “Do you enjoy it?”

      His eyes narrowed—a predator toying with his prey. “Only in the sense that I enjoy a challenge.”

      Oh hell, she was playing with fire. It was as if the dragon was right in front of her, showing her his teeth, and she was standing there like an idiot admiring them.

      “When would you like to go see your friend?” she said, changing the subject.

      “After dark.”

      “Okay.” She folded her napkin and tucked it next to her plate. “I should get started in the library.”

      “Nonsense.” He stood and rounded the table. Wrapping his arms around her, he cut off another bite of her eggs and lifted it to her mouth.

      His warmth surrounded her like a soft blanket, and she caught herself sagging against him.

      “There’s time, Raven,” he whispered in her ear. “Remember, you promised me your presence. It is soothing to me.”

      She was feeling soothed herself at the moment. Raven opened her mouth and ate every last bite.
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      Dragons, Raven thought, were mythical beasts with scales and bony ridges, huge clamping teeth. They breathed fire. Their reptilian brains focused on few things other than hunger and violence, and if books were to be believed, they had hearts of stone.

      Gabriel challenged everything she thought she knew about dragons. While she reviewed grimoire after grimoire over the days that followed, flipping through books like her life depended on it, which, of course, it did, her mind lingered on him. He walked like a man and spoke like a man, but now that she’d spent time with him, that was where the similarities ended. Gabriel wore his magic like a cloak. His physical body was larger than most, a size that would fit in among professional wrestlers or NFL players, but when he entered a room, he was far bigger than the boundaries of his skin. Raven could feel him like an invisible force when she was near. She could smell him like a raging bonfire. She could sense him, a connection that lingered deep within her even now. Shouldn’t she be afraid?

      A deep itch ran the back of Raven’s neck, and she scratched it lightly. She was perusing a Russian grimoire, its pages stained with something suspiciously blood-like. When she flipped the page, it felt like a swarm of tiny spiders were raiding her skin. Raven brushed the back of her arms and the top of her thighs, but there was nothing there. It was all in her head. She flipped through the rest of the book quickly and was never happier than the moment she returned it to the shelf.

      Kristina had left her no further clues regarding why she’d sketched the family crest. The Tanglewood tree, if that was indeed what she’d been drawing and not some random and coincidentally similar version of the tree of life, was an enigma. Raven checked every page of Kristina’s notes and did not a find a single reference to it anywhere.

      Engrossed in her work, she lost track of time and didn’t notice at first when Gabriel appeared in the doorway later that week. She was surprised it was as late as it was. Where had the time gone?

      “I brought you something,” he said. He strode into the room, drawing a blooming plant from behind his back. An African violet. A mound of deep amethyst flowers smiled up at her from a glazed blue clay pot. “You said you missed the outdoors. I thought it might help to have something living in here.”

      Raven gazed up at his face. “They’re gorgeous, thank you.” She positioned the pot on the corner of the desk. “Careful, Gabriel. How can I take you seriously as a deadly dragon when you woo me with such gentle charms?” She laughed.

      Abruptly, he was beside her, his face close, his arms caging her in as his hands gripped the arms of her chair. There was nothing but fire in his eyes. She stopped breathing.

      “Don’t be fooled, little one. A few flowers are a simple thing. When I woo you, if I woo you, you’ll know. Dragons do not mate lightly.” His lips brushed her cheek as he whispered in her ear, and Raven trembled. She actually trembled with desire that made her knees turn to water. Eyes wide, she realized how long it had been since she’d felt like a sexual creature. If he touched her right now in the right place, the simple trail of his fingers would make her shatter.

      She forced herself to take a breath. Forced her brain to think the words your boss. Playing with fire. His lips were close, so close.

      He drew back, a breath of air working its way between them. “That friend I wanted you to visit about the symbols on your arms, she can see you tonight. Be ready in an hour.”

      He was out the door before she could agree.
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      Precisely an hour later, a horn honked from below the window. Duncan. Raven marked her place in her work, locked the door to the library, and joined Gabriel in the waiting car. To Raven’s surprise, Duncan whisked them away to the Old Ursuline Convent. The building was the oldest in New Orleans and, according to one of her past professors, one of the best examples of French Colonial architecture in the country. She’d toured the place before. It was a quintessential part of New Orleans history and the last place she expected Gabriel to take her.

      “Are your friends meeting us here?” she asked as they made their way toward the front of the building.

      “They live here.”

      “No one lives here, Gabriel.” Raven pointed at the copper plaque on the door. “This place hasn’t been a residence since 1899.”

      He gave her a dark look and led her around the side of the building. The door he knocked on looked ancient, like it might disintegrate under the pressure of his knuckles. Raven stared at it, her brain trying to figure out how the door could be there. She didn’t remember it from before, and it looked completely out of place.

      Before long, it opened to reveal a small, wrinkled woman who wiped her hands on a filthy apron she wore over her floor-length skirt. She stared at the two of them with an unappreciative scowl.

      “Gabriel Blakemore,” the crone said through tight, wrinkled lips. She had an unmistakably French accent and had to crane her neck to see his face, thanks to her hunched back. “What brings you to our door?”

      It was no wonder her apron was filthy. The room behind her was something lost to time. Dust covered and decorated with cobwebs, every corner of the room displayed the bodies of dead insects, curled on their backs in the thick layer of grime. Raven stepped closer to Gabriel, her arms crossed in front of her lest she accidentally touch something. There was a fire burning and dried herbs and vegetables hanging from the rafters. It smelled of lavender, wood smoke, and possibly rat droppings.

      “I need your help diagnosing a malady, Delphine,” Gabriel said.

      She frowned. “I have told you before we cannot help you break your curse. Only the venom from the snake who bit you can counteract the poison.” The crone started to close the door. Raven’s eyes darted to Gabriel. Had she just confirmed the only one who could break the curse was Crimson herself?

      Gabriel’s hand shot out, catching the door, forcing his way inside with his large body in a way that clearly threatened the old woman. The door closed behind them, making Raven jump.

      “It is not my curse I have come for but this.” He grabbed Raven’s wrist and pulled her toward the old woman.

      “Hey!” Raven protested, but her arm had already lit up with the strange markings. More than before, she realized. They were spreading. “Oh dear Lord. Gabriel, they’re everywhere.” Both arms were covered as well as her chest. The light glowed through her blouse.

      “You have been a busy boy,” Delphine said.

      Gabriel released Raven’s arm.

      “The price is the same. Are you willing to pay it, darling?” the crone asked.

      “Yes.”

      “This one must be special for you to weaken yourself further.” Her rheumy eyes narrowed on Raven.

      “She is.”

      “I am?” Raven whispered under her breath. When she searched his profile, there was nothing flippant about his expression, but he did not turn his face toward her.

      “Come upstairs. Antoinette has been bed bound since September. She’ll be excited for your visit.”

      Antoinette? Who was Antoinette?

      Delphine led them up two flights of stairs to a dim room that smelled even worse than the first floor. Raven breathed through her mouth and moved closer to Gabriel, hoping his smoky scent would mask the foul odor.

      The old woman limped to the center of the room and appeared to pick up a tall tin from the floor. Raven couldn’t be sure because only an outline was visible in the moonlight that trickled in through slats in the two windows. The tin rattled, and then a match struck its side. A flame glowed to life, bathing the space in flickering light. With a whoosh, the flame multiplied and rose to the ceiling before leveling out. Fire danced within a great crystal cylinder, the likes of which Raven had never seen before. It reminded her of a chiminea like the one on the Three Sisters’ patio, but bigger and entirely made of glass. The flames burned without the benefit of wood, but she noticed a pipe leading to the base. A massive gas lamp, she thought.

      Raven moved out from behind Gabriel as the light spread across the room. What she saw in the previously darkened corners made her blood run cold. Delphine’s sisters were there all right, but they were dead. Really dead. She was in a room of corpses.

      She opened her mouth to scream, but Gabriel’s hand clamped over it. His eyes came into view, and he placed a finger over his lips. “Shhh.” His touch calmed her, and she closed her mouth. There was no stopping the goose bumps though as they marched up her arms, or the chill that made her hug herself.

      One of the sisters lay in a silk-lined coffin, nothing left but a shriveled corpse in an antique lace dress. The other looked fresher but still dead. Her body was propped in a rocking chair, her needlework still in her desiccated hands.

      Delphine returned from the dark recesses of the room with a chalice that looked like it had come straight from the Vatican and a dagger that might have come straight from hell.

      “Your flesh, dragon,” she said in her raspy French lilt.

      Gabriel rolled up his sleeve and extended his arm. No, Raven thought, her every instinct rejecting the course of events. But she watched helplessly as the dagger sliced into Gabriel’s flesh, fast and deep. She gasped at the brutality and winced as his blood spurted into the chalice, dark red splattering against the gold sides of the cup. She needn’t have worried. Almost immediately, the flow slowed, and without any pressure or tending, the bleeding stopped completely, the two sides of the cut knitting together until the wound was nothing more than a memory.

      Delphine dropped the dagger and it clattered across the floor, splattering blood. She cradled the chalice in both hands. “Mes sœurs, nous avons du sang,” she whispered.

      “What did she say?” Raven recognized the language as French and cursed herself for taking Spanish in high school.

      “Shhh.” Gabriel placed a finger over his lips.

      “Right. Wouldn’t want to tell the human what kind of supernatural hoodoo was going down.” Raven sneered at him.

      Delphine raised the chalice to the lips of the dead woman in the rocker and poured blood into her mouth. A bit trickled out the corner of her lips, and Raven stifled a gag. Gabriel had to steady her when that shriveled corpse swallowed. Before their eyes, the dead woman transformed, growing taller and stretching out the wrinkles in her skin. Her breasts and hips plumped and her hair changed from its gray and brittle straggles to a full mane of mahogany waves. She lifted from the chair in a way that didn’t seem to use the strength of her legs, a thick cloud of dust billowing from her limbs. The ancient chair creaked, empty behind her. Arms extended like a ballerina, she twirled, sending the rest of the dust flying. When the filth settled, her rags had transformed into a flowing, knee-length blue gown that looked brand new.

      Raven gulped, her gaze darting between Gabriel and the woman.

      The sister curtsied. “Gabriel, always a pleasure.”

      He gave a small bow. “Lucienne.”

      “Help me with Antoinette, sister. She has let herself go.” Delphine walked to the coffin, and Lucienne joined her. Carefully they cupped the back of the skull within.

      “No,” Raven mumbled under her breath. The thing was a skeleton. How could it swallow? It didn’t even have any lips.

      “Slowly, sister,” Lucienne said.

      Delphine dribbled the blood into the open jaw. It dripped onto the bones of the spine. Raven almost climbed into Gabriel’s arms when it swallowed. The damned bones undulated without aid of muscle or flesh. Raven pressed her back against Gabriel’s chest and was grateful when he wrapped his arms around her shoulders.

      “It’s all right,” he whispered in her ear. “Perhaps you shouldn’t watch.”

      Raven should have listened. What happened next was straight out of a horror movie. Cartilage and veins, tissue and skin formed over those bones in a reverse melting process that made her nauseous. Blood seeped from the wood beneath the corpse, hair grew, and gelatinous flesh became solid. When the process was done, a girl who couldn’t have been more than seventeen, with hair the color of ripe wheat, sat up and swung her legs over the side of the casket. She brushed the dust off her tea-length cotton dress and smoothed her long, straight hair.

      “Oh Gabriel.” She clasped her hands in front of her heart. “You must visit us more often.” She started moving around the lamp, her arms swinging, her hips swaying. Lucienne fell into step behind her.

      Delphine lifted the chalice and mumbled a few words, then drank deeply. Her throat bobbed, and before long her hunch was gone and she was tearing the handkerchief from her curly black hair. With a pirouette, she transformed, her dress altering into a long column of silver. Her youthful arms began to sway with her sisters’.

      By the light of the fire, the three women, now young and full of life, began to dance in earnest, not for Gabriel and Raven but for the fire. They turned toward it, shimmying their shoulders and bending backward, kicking and spinning in the light. As weird as the whole thing was, Raven was fascinated by it. A strange perfume scented the air. Their black silhouettes writhed against the fiery glow. The air grew thick, and Raven closed her eyes against a sudden and unwelcome arousal that bloomed low in her body.

      “What is it you want of us, dragon?” the three sisters asked at the same time in one melodious voice.

      “What do the markings on this woman’s skin mean?” He ushered Raven forward gently. “Why do they glow when I touch her?”

      Lucienne twirled from the light and grabbed Raven’s wrists. Raven balked. The woman’s eyes had gone totally white, the pupil and iris gone. The whites glowed like incandescent bulbs.

      Raven swallowed her fear.

      “Let us see, girl,” Lucienne said, her sisters circling. They unbuttoned Raven’s blouse, pulling the tails from her waistband. She glanced back at Gabriel in a panic.

      “It’s the only way. They have to see them. All of them. I’ll keep you safe,” he said.

      She told herself that exposing a little skin was easier than bleeding into a chalice. She removed her blouse, then thanked the Lord above they did not attempt to remove her bra.

      “Come, dragon,” Delphine said. “Touch her so that we may see.”

      Raven looked down at herself. Nothing but smooth pale skin gleamed in the fire. She was still pallid and too thin. Her flesh gave off a faint sheen of sweat in the light. She blushed as Gabriel approached, her breath coming quicker and her sex throbbing with the anticipation of his touch. She couldn’t help it. The heat, the smell, the dancing. Her body was a raw nerve.

      Gabriel positioned himself at her side and made eye contact. The fire leaped and crackled in his eyes. He’d touched her before, but this time was different. Although her bra was modest and she was still wearing her slacks, she felt naked beneath his gaze. He looked at her reverently, as if touching her was an exquisite privilege.

      “May I?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she said.

      Delphine cried out, “Turn her this way so we can see.”

      Gabriel slipped behind her again and shuffled her closer to the flames. His heat against her back warred with the heat of the fire. All the tiny hairs along her skin reached for him, anticipating his touch. It seemed to take a million years for him to do it, but when his hand landed on her shoulder at the base of her neck, her breathing quickened. Her nipples strained against her bra as tingles of pleasure traveled from his touch straight to their tips. Her lips parted.

      His breath hitched in her ear, and she felt the hard length of him extend along her backside. So, he was not immune to this. She tipped her head back against his chest, and his hand slid over the length of her arm, trailed soft and slow across her belly before sweeping under her bra. His thumb grazed the underside of her breasts, coaxing a deep ache within her. When she thought she couldn’t stand it a moment longer, his coarse palm brushed over her belly again, his pinky slipping inside her waistband only to slowly circle back again.

      Raven’s flesh ignited. The symbols glowed neon blue in the firelight, but she was having trouble remembering why that was important. Gabriel’s touch was exquisite torture. She ground her ass against him and writhed in his arms. Her hand slithered up, her nails scraping along the back of his scalp. She grabbed a thick handful of his hair and tugged, eliciting a sound from deep within his throat.

      Delphine, Lucienne, and Antoinette chanted toward the fire, twirling and leaping with the melody. Raven could hardly hear it anymore. Gabriel’s hand kept circling, his pinky finger brushing even lower beneath her waistband. She moaned. Please. Every cell in her body wanted those fingers inside her. She slid her hand behind her back and stroked his erection through his jeans.

      “Raven,” he hissed in her ear.

      She breathed out a heavy sigh. Her hips undulated with the rhythm of the dancing. “Please,” she gasped.

      A rumble started in his chest, a noise she’d never heard a man make before. She knew what it meant. She knew by the way he pressed himself against her, the way he trailed his lips from behind her ear to her shoulder. Up, over, down. He swept lower this time, brushing the top of her sex as his lips brushed her ear.

      “Do you like that, Raven?”

      “Yes,” she whispered. She ached for him, ached with a need she thought might kill her if it wasn’t quenched. Instead, the lamp went out. They were plunged into darkness, wisps of white smoke curling in the moonlight that broke through the one and only window.

      “Sang interdit,” the women shouted in their singular voice, gasping as if they could hardly breathe. “Femme proscrite!”

      “What are you saying?” Gabriel snapped, tightening his hold on Raven’s stomach.

      “She is forbidden, dragon. An abomination!” Delphine hissed like a snake and the air rattled with her menace.

      “Why?” he demanded.

      But Delphine had picked up the dagger she’d used to cut Gabriel’s arm. Her eyes glowed brighter in the darkness as she focused on Raven.

      “Sorcière!” Delphine charged, raising the dagger.

      The silver blade flashed. Gabriel’s grip tightened around her middle, and then they were moving, fast. Raven was hoisted upward and sideways. There was a crash. Glass shattered and she held her breath as she was thrown through the open window. In the next blink, the gardens swept by beneath her dangling feet. She was in Gabriel’s arms, and he was flying!

      She tried to look over her shoulder, but he banked left and all she saw was starry sky. He landed gently on the walkway outside the grounds.

      No sooner were her feet on the pavement than she spun around, speechless but needing to see, needing to know how he’d flown her from that room. She caught a glimpse of two dark, fleshy wings tucking into his back.

      “Wait!” Raven protested, raising her hands to his chest. “Let me see. I want to see them.”

      With a wicked smile and widening eyes, he grabbed her wrists, glancing both ways up and down the street. They were alone. “Not here.”

      Raven’s cheeks warmed.

      He quickly removed the black button-down he was wearing and gave it to her, reminding her she was standing on the sidewalk in her bra. She donned the shirt quickly. What had gotten into her? She’d practically thrown herself at him. In a public place, no less.

      “Will they follow us?” she asked, looking back toward the convent.

      “They can’t leave the grounds. If they do, they’ll turn to dust.” He slid his phone from his pocket and called Duncan, saying only “come now” when the driver answered.

      Raven’s face tightened in disgust. “What are those women?”

      “You’ve never heard of the Casket Girls?”

      She’d heard of them. Everyone who grew up around New Orleans had. In the early 1700s, the king of France sent women to serve as wives to the men living in the colonies of what would become New Orleans. The women’s long, arduous journey across the Atlantic left them pale and painfully thin. Some of them had contracted consumption, what was now called tuberculosis. It caused them to cough up blood. Those ghostly, starving women arrived in the colonies carrying casket-shaped boxes that contained all their belongings. The women were called the Casket Girls because their real names were lost to history. They became the source of vampire legend. Some said they’d inspired Bram Stoker’s Dracula.

      “Are they truly vampires?” she asked.

      Gabriel snorted. “One could call them vampires, but they do not completely fit the label. They caught something on their way here from the Old World, something that lives in them still. They drink blood and are experts in fortune telling and divination, but they do not have fangs or power over the elements. They are prisoners there. The former nuns ritualistically bound them to the grounds to keep them from feeding on the townsfolk.”

      “What did they mean about me being an abomination? Some of what they said was in French. Did you understand it?”

      His smile faded and his gaze shifted over her shoulder. Duncan was there. He pulled up beside them, and Gabriel opened the door for her.

      “Come home with me. We need to talk.”
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      Gabriel tried not to stare at Raven across the seat of the town car, although his eyes were drawn to her again and again. By the Mountain, he wanted her. The memory of her white skin in the firelight, the way she’d writhed against him, the brush of his fingers against her sex… He closed his eyes and forced himself to think of something else. His accounting procedures. Blakemore’s inventory policy. The general idea of being plunged into an ice bath. As soon as the car stopped, he opened the door for her and helped her out.

      “You look pale. Are you all right?” Gabriel asked.

      “I’m fine, all things considered,” she said. “A little hungry.”

      “When was the last time you ate?”

      She shrugged. “Breakfast with you.”

      He frowned. “Raven, you must eat. Please. Didn’t Juniper and Hazel bring you meals today?”

      “Yes, of course they did. I ate an enormous breakfast. I wasn’t hungry.”

      “Come. We’ll eat and we’ll talk.” He found the curve of her back with his hand and guided her up the stairs. She was still wearing his shirt, big enough on her to be a dress, and Gabriel liked the look of it. He wished it was all she was wearing. He’d like to see her bare legs, to unbutton the shirt slowly.

      Fuck. He’d told himself he wouldn’t do this. It would only complicate things, for both of them. She turned her head, her eyes twinkling, her mouth holding the promise of ecstasy. Her gaze traced the lines of the simple black T-shirt he wore. There was nothing short of abject desire in that perusal. Everything narrowed on her, all his thoughts bowing to the overwhelming need to mark her as his own. There were a dozen other things he should be thinking about now. Life-or-death things. But it had been decades since his body had responded like this to anyone.

      He stopped in the hall outside the door, and she collided with his chest. It was his speed. He’d stopped much faster than she could, faster than any human could. It wasn’t on purpose, but she ended up flat against him. She inhaled deeply and went limp in his arms. And wasn’t that like a bowl of milk to his inner kitten?

      “Are you all right?” he asked her.

      “Yes.” Her voice sounded husky.

      He massaged the base of her neck as he searched her face. He was not alone in his attraction. She wanted him too. He could see it in her eyes, smell it like a perfume around her. If he could have her, even once, maybe he could manage this runaway desire. If he could just taste her.

      Fumbling for his key, he unlocked the door without letting her go and flipped on the light. She turned in his arms and entered his home. She’d been here before, of course, when he’d saved her from her attackers, but he wondered what she thought of it. He’d taken the place down to the studs a few years ago. It was light and airy, completely modern with stainless steel appliances and clean, almost sterile lines. The floors were hardwood and the art on the walls was contemporary. Lots of gray and white with punches of red. Gabriel might be almost five hundred years old, but he liked to change with the times.

      Raven stopped a few steps inside the door.

      “Are you afraid of me?” he asked from behind her. He wondered if the events of the night had finally caught up to her. He closed the door. “I should have warned you about the Casket Girls. What they do is hard to explain, and I’ve never had a reading go like this.”

      “I’m not scared,” Raven said, whirling around. It wasn’t fear he saw in her giant blue eyes but tenacity. “Will you show me, now that we’re alone?”

      “Show you what?”

      “Your wings.”

      His eyes widened and he tried to force himself to breathe evenly. “It’s a very personal thing you are asking.”

      “Personal? It can’t be that personal. You had them out in public.”

      “Out of necessity.”

      She sighed thoughtfully. “You don’t have to, but for the record, I thought they were beautiful, what I saw of them. Are they magic? How do they come out through your shirt?”

      He stepped closer and put his arms around her, sliding his hands inside hidden openings in the sides of the one she was wearing. He brushed the bare skin of her back. “Specially designed panels. Juniper and Hazel are excellent tailors.”

      “Oh…”

      Their eyes locked again and Gabriel pulled her closer.

      “Are wings the only, um, physical difference between you and a, um, human?” Raven placed both hands firmly on his chest.

      He slid his hands out of the shirt she was wearing and chuckled when a blush stained her cheeks. “Are you interested in investigating our physical differences, Raven? I thought you might have felt them tonight when I was pressed against you.” His dragon had locked onto her like prey. He had to be careful. He wasn’t sure how long he could hold himself back.

      “I love that sound,” she said.

      He knit his brows. “What sound?”

      “You’re making a sound now, a rumble.” She placed a hand over his chest. “It’s beautiful. Like a purr.”

      Shit, his mating song. It had been a long time since that particular trait had reared its head. He might as well strip down naked in front of her. “What do you expect when you look at me like that?” He tried to keep his voice even. He cupped her jaw. “You are the most singularly desirable woman I have met in my five hundred years.”

      She snorted. “I’m a skinny survivor with puffy, half-grown hair and a short fuse.”

      “You are a tower of feminine strength who might as well be a dragon the way you breathe fire. You’re brave and kind.”

      The scent of her arousal met his nostrils and he moved in closer. He wanted to kiss her, to taste her. He lowered his lips toward hers.

      “So, about those wings…,” she said, backing away a half step.

      “This is important to you?” He gritted his teeth.

      “Very.”

      He took a step back. If this was the thing keeping him from being inside her, he’d give her what she wanted.

      Slowly he crossed his arms over his stomach, grabbed the hem of his T-shirt, and slipped it off over his head. He didn’t have to remove the shirt. There were panels built into it the same as in the one she was wearing. But he wanted her, and having one less piece of clothing between them seemed like a good choice. He was rewarded with another wave of her arousal, her natural jasmine-and-vanilla scent growing musky. His nostrils flared.

      “You like what you see?” He swaggered toward her.

      She placed her hands on her hips. “Not as much as I would like to see some wings.”

      Damn, she wasn’t going to let it go. “So demanding.”

      She tapped her toe expectantly.

      He swallowed hard. Maybe this was for the best. If she could accept this part of him, maybe she could accept the rest of the monster within. He took a deep breath, rolled his shoulders, and spread his wings.
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      Raven wanted desperately to take a picture or video of what was happening in front of her; not to share it with anyone else, but to watch it over and over. Gabriel was beautiful. The man already looked like a chiseled work of art, standing in front of her in nothing but a pair of low-slung jeans. What happened next was frosting on the cake.

      Two dark wings extended from his back. Not black exactly but darkly iridescent. Smoothly scaled like the belly of a snake, they were covered in a light dusting of dark feathers. They were darkest closest to his body, jet-black with a hint of green when he shifted in the light, but the color lightened gradually toward an almost light gray tip. Raven stepped forward to get a better look, her hand extended, and he flinched away from her touch like a startled bird. She placed one hand gently over his heart.

      She knew two things—Gabriel had a heart, and it was in the same place as a man’s. It pounded against her palm, that rumble she’d heard before becoming more pronounced with her touch. “Trust me,” she said. “I won’t hurt you.” She almost laughed when she heard herself. He was a foot taller than her and more than twice her weight. Surely he could wipe the floor with her in a single beat of those wings. She couldn’t imagine being strong enough to hurt him.

      She skimmed her hand up his chest and over his shoulder to where his left wing originated from his back. The purring grew stronger. He didn’t ask her to stop, so she kept going. Gently, she stroked the outer edge, feeling the hard, bony structure that defined the wing. The glistening originated from a fine layer of scales that ran the length, smooth and soft as the layered petals of a flower. It wasn’t all scales though. There were feathers… tiny feathers from shoulder to tip, dappled like the fine hairs on a human arm. The wing itself was bare flesh, framed by a support network of five long bones that she thought looked like a massive webbed hand. She gently scratched along the inner curve with the tip of her nail.

      “Raven, please.” Gabriel’s voice broke. His eyes were closed as if what she was doing was almost painful, and the scent he was putting off—his regular smoky citrus radiance—had added another dimension. Cloves and spice. The world’s best cologne. Now she understood why seeing his wings had been such a big deal. This was bare skin. This was intimate.

      She removed her hand from his wing and instead smoothed it along his ribs and down the front of his abs. “Please,” she echoed.

      Her feet left the ground and she was swept up in his arms, those powerful wings thumping the air on either side of her. When the rush was over, her back was pressed against the wall and he was stretched out against her. His chest was heaving and his breath brushed her lips.

      “Do you know what you do to me?” he asked.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck and dug her nails into his hair, her eyes on his mouth. “I think I do.”

      His lips connected with hers, deliciously hot. Everything inside her liquefied. She wrapped one leg around his hip and groaned into his mouth. He purred in answer, his chest vibrating against her torso, sending an electric tickle of pleasure through her. She moved her hand from his hair to his wing and felt his erection kick.

      Holding her up with one hand, he reached between them for the buttons of the shirt she was wearing. Raven was temporarily blinded by the glow of her own skin. The symbols were brighter than ever and seemed to be spreading. A flood of fear rolled through her and she stilled in his embrace.

      “Gabriel, what’s happening to me? What did the Casket Girls say?”

      He released her leg and settled her feet back on the floor, the intensity in his dark eyes cutting straight to her soul. The clink of silver on silver came from the next room, but Gabriel didn’t take his eyes off her. “That would be Juniper and Hazel setting up the dining room. I had them make you something.” His eyes drifted to her mouth. “I’ll tell you over dinner.”

      He started to back away from her, but Raven grabbed him by the hips. “Wait. Tell me here. I’m not that hungry and…” She parted her lips and allowed her eyes to sweep down to his erection. “I’d like to pick up where we left off.” Shameless, but she couldn’t help herself.

      He feathered his fingers across her cheek and brushed them through the hair over her ear, his wings flexing with his movements. “There is nothing I’d enjoy more than touching you, kissing you, finishing what we’ve started, but I can hear your stomach growling, and it’s been a long night. You’re tired and you’re hungry. And clearly you’re afraid.” He glanced at her glowing skin.

      Raven opened her mouth to insist she was fine, but he quieted her with a kiss, the tip of his hot tongue flicking across her bottom lip.

      “When I make love to you, Raven, I won’t rush it. I don’t want to be distracted by hunger or fatigue or the effects of this curse.” He held up the ring, his fingers noticeably free from tapping. “I want hours to worship you in the way you deserve to be worshipped, and I want it to mean something.”

      “What do you want it to mean?”

      “Dragons don’t mate lightly, Raven.”

      He’d said that before, although she wasn’t sure exactly what he meant by it. She felt her knees wobble and was thankful for his steadying hand leading her toward the dining room. The spread there was something out of a dream, laden with food and candles that burned above silver holders. The gilded china sparkled.

      “Do you like seafood?”

      “It’s my favorite.”

      “Good. I requested lobster risotto for you. It’s the oreads’ specialty. I don’t tell many people this, but the chef at Commander’s Palace has my oreads to thank for his prize-winning recipe.” He raised the dome off her plate, and her mouth started to water.

      “Mmm.” Raven’s stomach growled. Once she started eating, her body finally admitted it needed food. By the time Gabriel sat down on the other side of the table, she had made a sizable dent in her risotto.

      “We need to talk about what happened tonight with the Casket Girls.”

      “Why did they freak out like that?” Raven forked a chunk of lobster and moaned at the delectable flavor. “She called me sorcière. What does that mean?”

      Tap-tap-tap. His fingers started up again and his expression hardened. “It means sorceress.”

      Raven stopped eating. “Sorceress.” When he said nothing more, she snorted. “Well, that’s ridiculous.”

      “Raven, has there been anyone in your family with powers?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Are you sure? Any strange events, family stories that can’t be explained?”

      “Dead bodies in the attic? No, we are not Anne Rice’s Mayfair Witches. We are a normal American family.”

      “Hmmm.” Gabriel sipped his wine.

      “They were wrong.” She shrugged. “I’m sure the Casket Girls make mistakes.”

      “Not often,” he mumbled. He pushed his risotto around his plate. “I am drawn to you, Raven.” He shook his head.

      “But?”

      “I am drawn to you like I have never been drawn to a human woman. If you are a witch, if you have power, my tooth will bring it out in you. It will make you far more powerful.”

      “You don’t think it’s true though.”

      “It would explain your psychic abilities, and it would mean… it would mean you might have the power to break Crimson’s curse.”

      Raven paused with her fork halfway to her mouth. “But I’m not, Gabriel. I can’t be. I might be able to find the spell, but I’m not a witch. Believe me, if I was, I would have saved myself when I was dying.”

      His fingers stopped tapping and he gave a low chuckle. “In Paragon, I would have been forbidden from saving you if you were a witch. The gift of my tooth would imbue you with dragon magic. While this magic is fairly harmless inside a human, inside a witch, it could make you more powerful than anyone should be. Dragon-witch pairings have been outlawed in Paragon since the early fourth century when the Witch Queen of Darnuith attempted to overthrow my uncle.” He toyed with the ring on his finger. “Of course, in retrospect, she might have done us a favor if she’d succeeded.”

      Raven sat back in her chair and sipped from the glass of white wine that was waiting for her, courtesy of Juniper and Hazel. “It’s a good thing I’m not a witch then.”

      “Mmm-hmm,” he said, nodding but not breaking eye contact.

      “But if I’m not a witch, what does that tell us about the symbols on my arms when you touch me?”

      “Nothing,” he said.

      “Okay.” Raven drained her glass. “Why do you think it didn’t happen to Kristina? She had powers. If the tooth brought this out in me, why not her? Why not Agnes or Richard?”

      Gabriel went absolutely still, all levity draining from his features. “I don’t know.”

      Raven paused. Something didn’t add up. Being here in this apartment reminded her of a detail Agnes had mentioned. “Kristina has your tooth. That first night you saved me, you told me you had followed our bond. Why can’t you use your bond to find Kristina?”

      Gabriel’s expression hardened. “I don’t want to talk about Kristina.” He stood, his body seeming to fill the room. “It’s late, Raven. I’ll call Duncan to take you home.”
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      Raven didn’t sleep that night. Her libido had gone from blazing inferno to bucket of ice in record time. And worse, after the way Gabriel reacted when she asked him about Kristina, she couldn’t help but be suspicious. Why didn’t he want to talk about her? Unless he knew more about her disappearance than he was letting on. As much chemistry as there was between them, her guard was up, and it would stay up until she knew what secret he was keeping from her.

      Her suspicions only multiplied when Gabriel wasn’t at Blakemore’s the next day. Agnes said he was on a buying trip. His absence bled into a quiet and uneventful weekend where Raven spent far too much time in her room or sitting on the roof, staring at the stars and thinking about him.

      He returned Monday, but he was different. Distant. He stopped in every afternoon to see her, but there was no more whispering in her ear. No stolen touches. He asked about the books and that was all. By the next Friday, she’d logged thirty-six grimoires, completing the section in the catalog, but when she showed the potential curse-breaking spells she’d bookmarked to Gabriel, he shook his head at every single one.

      “How do you know they won’t work? You haven’t tried any of them.” She snapped the grimoire in her hands closed in frustration.

      “I can read the magic,” he said. “Look at the ring. Do those spells look like the key that fits this hole?”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” The last spell was a list of ingredients. It wasn’t a key at all.

      “Don’t read them, Raven. Feel them. Take them in.” He gave her a pitying look and shook his head. “Never mind. Just keep doing what you’re doing and trust me.”

      “Okay,” she said flatly.

      “How is your… reaction?” He pointed toward her arms.

      “If you’re talking about the burning, itching and crawling feeling, it happens every time I open one of these.” She pressed her hand into the cover of the grimoire in front of her. “If you’re asking about the markings, I don’t know. It only comes out when you… touch me.”

      For a minute he stared at her, eyes smoldering as if they were back in his room and he had her against the wall. But then his expression turned on a dime and he headed for the door like the library was on fire. “Don’t forget to pick up your paycheck on your way out.”

      Paycheck. That’s right, it was Friday. One good thing about today. She planned to split her earnings between her mom and Avery. She owed them. She wondered how much it would be. Gabriel had never disclosed how much he’d pay her, and she’d only worked two weeks, but anything was better than borrowing money from her family again. She finished logging the book she was working on and locked the room before jogging downstairs to Gabriel’s office.

      “Your paycheck, Raven.” He handed her a paper check. Antiquated. But then when you were a five-hundred-year-old dragon with a total of four employees, she supposed setting up direct deposit wasn’t a priority.

      She looked at the check. Looked again. Her lips parted. “Uh…” Her gaze darted between him and the check. “This is for four thousand dollars.”

      “That is correct.”

      “I’ve only worked here two weeks.”

      “I gave you a raise. I felt you deserved it, considering.” He stepped closer, his gaze flicking to her arms. “Considering you have skin in the game. You’re important to me, Raven. I want you to be happy here. I want you to stay and do what you were hired to do, nothing more.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means exactly what I said.” The tapping was back, and Raven reached for his hand, but he slid it into his pocket. “Don’t you have a weekend of adventure to get to, little witch?”

      Little witch. That was new. Did he believe what Delphine had said, that Raven was a sorceress? “What’s this all about? Why won’t you let me help with your hand?”

      Richard rushed into the doorway. “Gabriel, there’s a man out front making an offer on the seventeenth-century armoire. He’s agitated. I need you.”

      Gabriel gave him a little nod, then turned back toward Raven as he moved for the door. “I’ll call Duncan to take you home.”

      “We’re running out of time, Gabriel. I could stay late. I could keep looking.”

      He smiled sadly. “We had a deal, Raven. I’ve required too much of you already. You’re no good to me exhausted. Go home. Rest. Live your life.”

      Raven tried to tell him she wasn’t tired at all, that with a break for dinner she could go another hour or two, but he was already gone.
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      It took every ounce of will inside her, but Raven refused to dwell on Gabriel’s hot-and-cold routine that weekend. She could tell he wanted her. More than that, he liked her. He’d said as much, said he was drawn to her like he’d never been drawn to anyone. So then why had he refused to touch her since the night they visited the Casket Girls? No, it wasn’t the Casket Girls. He’d kissed her after that. As she played back the night in her head, she realized he’d turned to ice after she’d asked about Kristina. What secret was Gabriel keeping about her?

      Warning flags flew in her head. His reaction wasn’t normal. Maybe Gabriel was dangerous. No matter how drawn to him she was, she needed to remember how little she actually knew about him.

      “You’re doing great, Rave,” Avery said from beside her, breaking her from her reverie.

      Raven glared at her. She was not doing great. She wasn’t keeping up with the other kayakers at all.

      Once she’d paid her mother and Avery part of what she owed them, she’d used some of her massive paycheck to do something she’d always wanted to do, kayak through the alligator-infested waters of Manchac Swamp. Although Avery had sworn she would never go, Raven succeeded in convincing her when it became clear she’d have to drive her anyway, forty minutes each way. Raven offered to pay, and Avery crumbled like an overbaked cookie.

      Manchac Swamp kayak tours were well known in New Orleans, but before Raven had become ill, she’d always dismissed them as something only thrill seekers took part in. The swamp had a reputation. Skimming along the surface of the water at eye level with reptiles longer than she was tall rightfully terrified her. Not to mention it had long been rumored the swamp was haunted by the ghost of voodoo priestess Julia Brown.

      As legend had it, Julia had worked as a traiteur, a folk healer in Louisiana tradition, in the town of Frenier that bordered the swamp. She was the closest thing to a doctor the area had ever known, but she was also creepy as hell. Eyewitnesses said she used to sit on her porch singing, “When I go, I’m taking you with me” over and over. She foretold her own death in 1915, and the day they lowered her into the ground, a hurricane swept in from the Caribbean, surging thirteen feet and bombarding the area with 125-mile-per-hour winds. The storm flattened the town of Frenier and the surrounding area. People still said it was Julia who did it, Julia and her voodoo. Some believed she haunted the bayou to this day.

      Raven was more afraid of Julia than the alligators. Her experience with Gabriel had sealed her acceptance of the supernatural. Even if she hadn’t believed in the ghost of Julia, just two years ago a skeleton had been found on the shores of this swamp. It turned out to be a 1915 hurricane victim whose body had likely been freed from its place tangled in the cypress roots and muck at the bottom of the swamp, the bones surfacing like a bad memory. Alligators and dead bodies aside, there were the mosquitos and biting flies. And the paddling. She wasn’t crazy about the paddling.

      But Raven needed this. She needed to stare fear in the face. She needed to use her body in a way that showed it was healthy. She needed to prove to herself that she was alive and nobody’s prisoner, free to be as crazy as she chose to be. It was either this or she was getting a tattoo, and she’d never liked the thought of needles.

      “Try holding your elbows higher,” Avery said. Poor Avery. She was stuck babysitting. They’d fallen to the back of the group, so far back she couldn’t make out what the guide was saying anymore. Raven skimmed her oar along the water, trying her best to use her core instead of her arms as their guide had suggested. But her kayak moved at a snail’s pace, and she was already exhausted.

      The problem was, although she was healthy again and had graduated from physical therapy, it had been years since she’d participated in any outdoor activity. She hadn’t ridden a bike in five years. She’d never been kayaking. Her body was soft and her heart and lungs were out of shape. But she was here. She was doing this. Wasn’t this how life started again, with the first try?

      “I’m not going to win any races, but I won’t get stronger if I don’t try,” Raven said, as much to herself as to Avery.

      “You can do it. Don’t worry about them. We’re all going to the same place.” Avery smiled supportively. Her curly black ponytail had expanded in the humidity, turning into a pom-pom at the back of her head. Raven sensed her own shorter haircut was wild too and pushed her bangs back with one hand. She should have worn a headband.

      Using her paddle like a rudder, she navigated around a cypress tree and gazed longingly at the tour guide up ahead. He was pointing his paddle at something offshore. She paddled faster, hoping to gain some ground before she lost sight of him altogether. As hard as she tried though, her form was sloppy and she was working twice as hard to go half as fast.

      “Rave…”

      “I’m trying, okay.” Raven sat up straighter and squared her shoulders. “I can’t get this thing to move.”

      “Rave…” Her sister stared over the front of the kayak, eyes wide. Raven slowly turned her head. An alligator at least ten feet long was watching her from the shore with interest. Although its body didn’t move, the vertical slits of its eyes did. That cold reptilian stare locked onto her. She stopped paddling.

      Too fast for a creature that large, the alligator slipped into the swamp with the splashless stealth of a predator. Absolutely silent, it became instantly invisible aside from its snout and eyes. A few yards from her kayak, it dove.

      “Where did it go?”

      “Don’t panic,” Avery said. “Hold still. They’re usually not aggressive. He’s probably as scared of you as you are of him. He’s swimming away, I’m sure.”

      Raven froze, the arm of her paddle across her lap. Her gaze locked onto a fat drip of water rolling down the paddle’s blade and she lifted it slowly, meaning to swing it inside her vessel. The drop fell into the water with a plop. Suddenly the swamp rose beside her, the water surging with the alligator as it thrust and twisted. Rows of razor-sharp teeth opened inside a long, deadly snout that snapped her paddle. The plastic splintered and was wrenched from her hands. Worse, the gator’s scaly body brushed the side of the kayak as it reentered the water, tail thrashing.

      Raven’s kayak rocked onto its side. Avery screamed and reached for her, but she was too far away. Raven was going over. Capsizing. The alligator was out there, and she was about to join it for a swim. Almost parallel to the water, she gripped the side of the kayak and took a deep breath in anticipation. Her heart pounded against her breastbone. Her mind raced with terror.

      The swamp rose again. Raven could swear she saw a brown hand, a woman’s hand, surge from the surface. Yes, there was a woman under the water, her long black curls floating around her head, her black eyes staring up at Raven, her full mouth smiling. Raven grabbed her outstretched hand. Light. So much light. Raven’s skin lit up with symbols the same as when Gabriel touched her. She locked her arm, hand in hand with the woman, and held on.

      She shouldn’t have been strong enough for this, but the woman was pushing back, holding her out of the water. An unnatural force shifted her weight in the opposite direction. The kayak tipped and then the bottom slapped the water so hard her teeth clacked together.

      “Holy shit, Raven! Are you all right? I thought for sure you were going over.”

      “Did you see her?”

      “The alligator? Yeah. I couldn’t miss her.” Her hands were trembling.

      “No, not the alligator. The woman.”

      “What?”

      Raven looked at her sister, feeling as if she were having an out-of-body experience. All she could see was the brown hand rising from the water and those arresting black eyes. She searched the swamp beside her. The alligator was gone, but there was a skinny brown stump protruding from the water, the top of which roughly resembled a hand. She rubbed her palm.

      “Nothing.” Raven shook her head. “That was close.”

      Avery stared at her with unmasked concern.

      “Hey!” the guide yelled, moving toward them at a speed she’d never seen anyone paddle a kayak.

      Avery stared at her. “Damn, Raven. That was so weird. When you went over, there was a flash of light like the sun was magnified off the water. It was blinding. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      Raven turned toward her. “You saw that too?”

      “How could anyone miss it?”

      The trees beside them moved. Raven bristled. Without a paddle she was helpless. But it wasn’t another alligator. It was Gabriel, and he looked pissed.

      “What are you looking at?” Avery asked.

      Raven didn’t answer. The guide hooked on and began towing her to shore.
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      What was she thinking taking such a risk? Gabriel waited at the dock, his head burning, although the January weather was temperate. All that fire came from the inside, from the anger and terror that had drawn him here at supernatural speed. He gazed at his ring, at the dark eye at the heart of it, now bigger for the use of the power. When Raven’s terror had shot down their connection like a bullet, neither God nor the devil could have kept him from her. He’d landed in the swamp near her, then flew here to the dock when it was clear she was no longer in danger. Still, he wouldn’t be happy until she was out of that damned kayak.

      The group of adventurers paddled nearer, and he held out his hand to Raven.

      “Uh, er. Give me a second to help,” the tour guide said. “Well, okay, that’s one way to get out, I guess.” He laughed nervously as Gabriel lifted Raven straight out of her kayak as if she weighed nothing.

      Gabriel ignored the guide and took Raven by the shoulders. Why was she taking unnecessary risks? Didn’t she know how much he needed her? Didn’t she realize how valuable she was to him, to the world?

      But as he looked at her, that tug was back, his dragon sniffing and chuffing close to the surface. She smelled of tears and panic, and when she met his eyes, she started to cry. Without a word, he wrapped his arms around her and tucked her under his chin, against his chest. “You’re okay,” he whispered. “Everything is okay.”

      Her tears soaked his shirt as she sobbed.

      “Are you Gabriel?” A woman who resembled Raven came up behind her on the dock. She was dark-haired and blue-eyed but curvy and taller. Confidently, she held out her hand.

      Raven lifted her head. “Gabriel, this is my sister, Avery. Avery, Gabriel Blakemore.”

      He shook her hand, but didn’t release Raven.

      Avery noticed. She gave him a strange, quirky smile. “So, uh, what are you doing here?”

      Raven’s eyes widened as she looked between him and her sister. Her lips parted while she tried to think of an excuse.

      “Raven and I have a date,” he said. “I came to pick her up. Couldn’t wait.” He kissed her on the temple.

      Avery’s eyebrows shot toward her hairline. “You’re dating my sister—your employee?”

      The way her mouth twisted told him everything he needed to know. Avery was the type of woman who assumed things about a man, assumed that every man was attracted to the same kind of woman, and only under the same sort of circumstances. It bothered Gabriel that her question seemed to assume that Raven was less than worthy of his attraction. Nothing could be further from the truth.

      He gave Avery a lazy smile. “I’m enamored. Do you have a problem with that?”

      Raven looked up at him from the shelter of his arms.

      “No wonder your paycheck was so big,” Avery murmured under her breath.

      If Gabriel didn’t have a dragon’s hearing, he would have never caught the comment, but he did. He coughed into his hand to hide his laugh.

      The guide appeared beside them. “Your life vest, please.” He pointed at the floatation device Raven was still wearing.

      “What kind of tour are you running?” Gabriel snapped, his anger rising to the surface and cracking like a whip. “She could have been killed. Why weren’t you with her? Why hadn’t you taken precautions and guided them away from known alligators?” Without even meaning to, he’d placed himself between Raven and the guide, backing him up to the edge of the dock.

      “I, uh—”

      “I don’t want to hear it. You are lucky she is uninjured. I’d have your head—”

      “Here.” Raven shoved the life vest into the guide’s hands and firmly thrust him in the direction of the shore, her other hand pressing into Gabriel’s chest.

      The man didn’t hesitate. He took off toward the parking lot where other guides were helping him load the kayaks into his company’s truck.

      “Gabriel, it wasn’t his fault,” she said.

      He looked down at her, again surprised by how she tamed his anger with a touch of her hand.

      Avery peered at them. “Well, okay then. Are you coming back with me or going with Gabriel?”

      Raven’s gaze darted between Avery and Gabriel as if she couldn’t make up her mind. Gabriel sighed. This was awkward. He hadn’t meant to ruin her time with her sister.

      “I’m going with Gabriel,” she said.

      His heart swelled.

      With a little wave, Avery took off toward the truck, leaving him and Raven alone on the dock. Raven whirled on him as soon as her sister was out of earshot.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” she asked.

      Gabriel straightened. “I felt your fear. I thought you were in trouble, so I came.”

      “I can take care of myself, Gabriel.”

      He scoffed. “Can you?”

      “I’m here, aren’t I? You didn’t actually save me from anything, did you?” She placed her hands on her hips. Her face changed and she lowered her chin. “Um, actually… Did you?”

      “No. You got lucky.” Okay, now he was raising his voice. “What sort of lunatic goes kayaking in a swamp full of alligators?”

      “Oh, that’s rich. You take me to see three zombie-vampire women who want me dead, but you think the alligators are dangerous? Ha!”

      “I didn’t know the Casket Girls would attack you. I wouldn’t have taken you if I’d thought they were dangerous.”

      She popped a hip out. “And people take this tour every day. This is the first time this has happened. It’s January. The alligators barely move this time of year.”

      “Why do you need to engage in such behavior?” His fingers were tapping now, and he started to pace the length of the dock, growing more agitated with every step.

      “I told you I need to do things. I have to feel like I’m alive. I can’t sit in your damned cage all day.”

      “It’s not a cage!” he boomed. He heard the truck pull away. The wind was picking up. A storm was brewing. Strange. There was nothing in the forecast.

      “I’m alive, Gabriel, and I plan to make the most of every moment I’m here. What do you care anyway? This is the most you’ve spoken to me in a week.”

      He looked away. “I was giving you space.”

      “Bullshit. You have been avoiding me ever since I asked you about Kristina!”

      “I told you I don’t want to talk about Kristina.”

      “I heard you the first time. The problem is, I’m doing her job and I’m the one having the side effects. Who knows what will happen to me? You won’t tell me anything about Kristina. What if whatever happened to her happens to me?”

      Rain started to spit from the heavens, although above it all the sun was still shining. The devil’s beating his wife is what the locals would say. Gabriel had always found it a strange expression, but the weather pattern seemed fitting as the tension between them grew.

      “I can’t tell you about Kristina, okay? I can’t. But you are safe.”

      “How do I know that?”

      “Because I told you I’m going to keep you safe!”

      “But you didn’t keep her safe. Did you have something to do with Kristina’s disappearance?” Raven shouted. She had to. The wind was howling now.

      How could he respond? She wouldn’t want to hear what he had to say. But then they each had other things to worry about. The storm was threatening to sweep them both off the dock.

      “Why won’t you let this go?” he asked.

      “Why won’t you talk about her? What are you hiding?”

      Gabriel’s gaze caught on something in the water. “Raven, behind you.”

      “Behind me? What are you…” She turned and saw what he had seen. Alligators. A dozen of them. They were lined up in the water, staring at her.

      “Why are they doing that?”

      “I don’t know.” He held out his hands to her.

      She stood her ground, balancing on the edge of the dock in the howling wind, an army of alligators behind her. “Tell me you didn’t kill her.”

      Gabriel shook his head vehemently. “Why would I kill her?”

      “Tell me!” Lightning cracked across the sky.

      “Raven, I did not kill her.” He held her gaze, willing her to believe him. “I never hurt her.”

      Her shoulders softened. He opened his arms and she ran to him.

      The wind stopped, then the rain. Gabriel studied the alligators as they turned and swam deeper into the swamp. He looked down at Raven, the symbols glowing again, all the way up the back of her neck. There were more. They were spreading. He had no idea how to stop them. Worse, he was sure that what the Casket Girls had said was true. Raven was a witch. He had broken an ancient law when he cured her and invested her with his power.

      As sure as he was breathing, it was she who had caused the storm and she who had called the swamp creatures to her aid. Raven was already using magic she didn’t even know she had in her. He had to find a way to get her to acknowledge what she was. If he didn’t, she’d never understand the nature of her power or how to control it. She could end up hurting herself or someone else.

      A horn blared from the parking lot. “Duncan is here,” he said. “Let me take you out for something to eat.”

      “No,” she said. “Take me home.”
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      Raven was relieved when Gabriel dropped her off at the Three Sisters without argument. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to spend time with him. On the contrary, she was sure she was doomed to think about him all night long. No, it was more the principle of the thing. She’d said she needed weekends off to live her life. He’d agreed to that, then showed up to chastise her as if she were a child for doing something people did every day. Yes, she’d had an unusual and frightening experience, but that wasn’t her fault, and he wasn’t her father. She’d come too far to put up with that controlling crap. He didn’t own her, and refusing dinner was a way for her to prove that.

      After realizing her mom and Avery were working downstairs, Raven showered and changed into a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. There was something she wanted to do, and they wouldn’t approve. Neither would Gabriel. It wasn’t good enough to hear Gabriel say he hadn’t hurt Kristina. She needed to know what had happened to the girl.
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      She knocked on the door of a little yellow bungalow and crossed her fingers that someone would be home. It wasn’t hard to figure out where Kristina had once lived. Her father had taken to the internet, looking for any information leading to her whereabouts. He’d commented on every story concerning her disappearance and had been easy to find.

      The Kane house was walking distance from Raven’s, although she never came down this way. She wondered if Kristina or her dad had ever visited the bar. A few long moments passed and she knocked again. This time she heard footsteps. The door opened to reveal a potbellied man with thinning gray hair. He scratched the section of his belly that poked out from the bottom of his T-shirt.

      “Help you with somethin’?” he said. His words slurred a little, and Raven thought she smelled a whiff of alcohol on the air.

      “Are you Mr. Kane?”

      “Mr. Kane was my father, sweetheart. I’m Joe. Joe Kane. You sellin’ something?” His eyes raked over her, and for a split second she thought the tone of his question was the faintest bit inappropriate, as if he were asking if she were for sale.

      “No,” Raven said firmly. “I’m a friend of Kristina’s. I’d like to ask you a few questions. I’m worried about her.”

      He stared like she was growing a second head.

      “Is something wrong?” she asked.

      He coughed. “Oh, uh, it’s just I wasn’t aware my daughter had any friends. She was sort of a loner. Never brought nobody home.”

      “Oh, she had friends. Good friends. I don’t know why she wouldn’t have mentioned me.” Raven caught herself babbling. She shut up and waited.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Jenny Ryan.” She felt a gut instinct not to tell him her real name. She didn’t want this conversation to get back to Gabriel, and changing her name seemed essential to ensuring as much.

      “Come on in.” He held the door open wider. She followed him into a family room that smelled like cat urine and looked like it hadn’t seen a vacuum in months. Raven couldn’t tell if the sofa was gray or just dirty. The shades at the front of the house were closed, and what little light remained outdoors was pinched from the room, leaving only the glow of a table lamp between them.

      This was definitely Kristina’s house though. She recognized her likeness from the missing-person article she’d found on the internet. The entire fireplace mantel was covered with pictures of her, as were the walls and the little side table. Baby pictures of her in the bathtub, as a child running through the sprinkler, a teen in her cheerleading uniform, a young woman going to prom, and the portrait her father had used in the article she’d read on the internet. She had long, sleek dark hair. Her oversized amber eyes and straight white smile were undeniably pretty in a subtle, unassuming way. She was taller than Raven, curvier. Had Gabriel found her attractive? Raven noted absently that Kristina had gone to the same high school but graduated a year before Raven started. She gave the father an appreciative nod as she took in the pictures and then perched on the stained edge of the filthy sofa.

      “Can I offer you a beer?” he asked, scooping his half-empty Miller High Life from the side table. “I’d offer sweet tea, but a conversation like this calls for something stronger. Maybe even stronger than beer.”

      “No, thank you.” Raven rubbed her palms on the thighs of her jeans. “I was wondering if you could tell me what you remember from the day Kristina went missing?”

      His face fell, and he gave her a scrutinizing look. “I thought you said you were Kristina’s friend.”

      “I was. I mean, I am.”

      He snorted. “Couldn’t have been very close or you would know she wasn’t living here at the time she went missing.”

      “Oh? I guess she didn’t tell me she’d moved out.” Raven shifted nervously. She’d assumed, based on the article she read, that Kristina was still living with her father.

      “Hmm. That’s surprising. She was so proud of herself the day she left. Said she was moving in with that Blakemore fella. Couldn’t get enough of him.” He looked down into his beer.

      Raven froze. “Did you say she moved in with Gabriel Blakemore? Like to live?”

      He screwed up his face. “How well did you know her? Yeah, she moved in with him. Told me she was better off without me. Wanted out of this dump. Not my fault I can’t work ’cause of my back. Didn’t talk to me again after that. Next thing I knew, she was missing. He stole her away from me, and then she disappeared.” He mumbled incoherently and took a swig of his beer. “I told the cops I think he done something to her, but they don’t listen. I’ve got my eye on that place though. Blakemore’s rich, but I’m watching. One of these days he’s gonna slip up, and then I’m gonna prove he’s keeping her from me.”

      Raven frowned. He made it sound like Gabriel had Kristina locked up in a dungeon somewhere. Something didn’t add up though. “I thought you were the one who filed the missing-person report? If she wasn’t living here or talking to you, how did you know she was missing?”

      He curled his lip. “I used to stop in there regular to make sure she was safe. One day I went by and she was gone. That asshole said she’d moved out and didn’t leave a forwarding address. Bullshit. He knows. He knows something he’s not telling the cops.”

      Raven’s head was spinning. Had Kristina moved out or gone missing? Or both? And why hadn’t Gabriel mentioned she’d lived with him? Unless he had something to hide. She sighed, and her shoulders sagged with the release of her breath.

      “Well, thank you,” Raven said. “It was good to see her pictures and talk about her. I’m worried about her.”

      “How did you say you knew Kristina again?”

      Had she said? She couldn’t remember. She glanced at the pictures on the mantel, focusing on the one in the BFHS Falcons cheerleading uniform. “We went to school together,” Raven blurted. “High school. I hadn’t seen her in a while, which is why I hadn’t heard about her moving out. We spoke occasionally though when she would come in to the… hair salon. That’s what I do for a living. Cut hair. I’m a hairdresser. Kristina had some beautiful hair.” Raven trailed off, a big stupid smile on her face.

      Kristina’s father stood up and snagged the picture from the fireplace, running his thumb along the glass cover. “Were you a cheerleader, Jenny?” He stroked his daughter’s picture with the tips of his fingers.

      “Yep. We were on the team together.” Why had she said that? She could kick herself. He’d probably seen his daughter cheer. Would he remember Raven wasn’t on the team?

      “I used to love that little skirt. You could almost see her ass when she bent over.”

      Okay, that was a weird thing for a father to say about his daughter. Raven planted her hands on her thighs and stood. “I need to go now. Thank you for your time.”

      “I still have it, you know.”

      She took a step toward the door. “Have what?”

      “The uniform. Why don’t you put it on for me, Jenny? Relive the glory days?”

      “Mmm. I don’t think so, no.” Her stomach twisted. The way he was looking at his daughter’s picture was wrong, and when he looked up at her, that wrongness came right along with the eye contact. Raven turned around, reached for the doorknob, and pulled it open.

      His hand collided with the door, slamming it shut.

      “Let me go, Mr. Kane,” she said evenly. He was right behind her, but she did not remove her hand from the doorknob.

      “Stay. Have a drink.”

      “No, thank you.”

      He yanked her hair back and slammed her head and chest against the door, his body crushing her from behind. “You girls are all alike. Don’t know your place.”

      She whirled and pushed him hard in the chest. Her knee landed in his crotch for good measure. She wasn’t as strong as him, but it was enough to make him recoil.

      “Bitch!” He lunged for her.

      Raven thrust both hands in his direction. It was a reflex, nothing more. His body flew across the room as if she’d shot him from a cannon. He smashed into the opposite wall, denting the drywall, and crumpled to the floor. The oddest part? Raven never actually touched him. It was almost like pushing a red rubber dodgeball. He was on the other side, and when she’d crushed it between them, the pressure had shoved him back. But there was nothing there. Nothing to see but a fat man flying across the room.

      She did not waste the opportunity to escape. Without checking to see if he was okay, she slipped out the door and ran. She didn’t stop running until she was upstairs in the apartment above the Three Sisters with the door locked and bolted behind her.
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      Gabriel waited in his office on Monday morning, his fingers tapping on his desk until his knuckles were sore. Raven’s fear had cut through him like a knife the day before last, but he’d forced himself to stay away from her. That day on the dock, she’d made it very clear she didn’t want him to save her. Out of respect, he’d kept his distance and was relieved when her fear abated quickly.

      But after a long Sunday of not feeling anything down their bond, he was desperate to see her. Anxious to know she was okay.

      “You should have something to eat,” Agnes said from the door. The old bird was a force to be reckoned with in a red silk blouse and wide-leg black pants.

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “Have you tried telling her how you feel?”

      He slapped the desktop with his tapping hand. “How I feel? There’s nothing to tell. I’m bound to her; that is all.”

      “Bullshit, Gabriel. You’d have to be blind to think your bond with her is the same as the one you share with Richard or me. You light up whenever you see her.”

      “That’s anger, Agnes.”

      She made a sound like air going out of a tire. “You know, barring a miracle, you might not be around forever.”

      “Thank you for the reminder,” he said sarcastically. “You are short for this world as well, granny.”

      She scowled. “Make fun, but at least I loved before I died. You have a chance, and you’re running from it like you’re allergic.”

      “I am allergic. Terrible love allergy.” He gripped the arms of his chair to keep from tapping. “I haven’t known her long enough to love her.”

      “How long does it take?” Agnes rested her chin on the fingers of her left hand.

      He cleared his throat. “It’s been over five hundred years for me and it hasn’t happened yet.”

      “Five hundred years, and now it’s right in front of you and you’re willing to let it pass you by. You’ve been alone too long. You don’t realize how good it can be to have someone in your life.”

      “It can’t be love. It takes years to fall in love. Months at least.”

      “I knew I loved Harry fifteen minutes after I met him.”

      “Fifteen—”

      “He bought me a copy of Pride and Prejudice. Brought it into the office where I was working as a secretary, all wrapped up in paper and string. He said it was his favorite. It was my favorite too. All the other girls got flowers. He brought me books.” She looked wistfully over his head.

      “Hmm. I gave her a roomful of books. Will she fall into my arms?” Raven wouldn’t want a book, he thought. She’d want an adventure.

      “Gabriel.” Agnes’s voice was serious now. “Tell her how you feel. Take a chance. While you still can. Tell her.”

      “Tell me what?” Raven appeared in the doorway, very much alive and well. He met her eyes, and goddamn it if his mind’s tail didn’t start to wag like a dog’s.

      “You’re late,” he said, but there wasn’t room for anger in his voice. His mind was too full and distracted with assessing her hunched shoulders and pale face.

      “Sorry. I… wasn’t feeling well last night. I couldn’t sleep and I got a late start. Duncan waited for me. He probably called you.”

      No. He did not, Gabriel mused. He stood and approached Raven, noticing that Agnes had leaned against the doorframe and was watching them as if she had a tub of popcorn in her hands. “Agnes, do you mind?”

      The old woman got the hint and left with a roll of her eyes. He closed the door behind her.

      “Are you feeling well now?” he asked.

      “Fine. Just tired.” She rubbed her eyes.

      “Is it the markings?” he asked, wondering if this was a symptom of the magic he saw awakening within her.

      “No… yes… I need to tell you something, but promise me you won’t be angry.”

      He quirked an eyebrow. “That would be an empty promise. I’m already angry. I have a feeling whatever you are about to tell me is something you should have shared with me a day ago.”

      Her mouth opened and her words stuck in her throat. “You felt it down the bond?”

      “Of course I did.”

      “You didn’t come.”

      “You told me not to. As I recall, you violently opposed my impinging on your freedom by trying to rescue you on your day off.”

      “Uh, yeah. Thanks.” She frowned.

      “What happened?”

      “I went to see Kristina’s father.”

      Gabriel’s fingers began to tap and he paced away from her, feeling the dragon rise and roil in his torso. “Why would you do such a thing, Raven? The man is dangerous!”

      “I found that out the hard way.”

      “I bet you did. Did he…” Gabriel’s voice cracked. “Was he violent? I will tear his throat out! I swear I will.”

      “No!” Raven’s eyes widened. She placed a hand on his chest and steadied him. Instantly the crawling sensation ceased and he stopped tapping. “I’m not physically hurt, Gabriel. He pulled my hair but he didn’t hurt me. Actually, I may have hurt him.”

      He stroked his thumb over her jaw and watched a trail of symbols ignite in the wake of his touch. “He’s twice your size. Are you secretly trained in the martial arts, or is there more to the story?”

      “I pushed him away.” Her throat bobbed. “Without touching him.”

      A smile spread over Gabriel’s face. “You used magic.”

      “It felt more like it used me,” she said. She turned and paced the length of the office, rubbing her palms together in circles. “I didn’t try to do it. I could have killed him. And now, afterward, it’s like there’s a monster sleeping inside me. Do you have any idea how that feels?”

      He tipped his head and gave her an irritated look. “I think I have an inkling.”

      Color bloomed in her cheeks. “Uh, right. Sorry.”

      “I’m excited for you. We can work with this. I can teach you. With practice, we can solve the riddle of your power. We’ll take it apart and put it back together until we understand it. Once you understand it, you can control it.” He rubbed her shoulders and moved in close.

      She pulled away from him and put space between them. “What happened to Kristina, Gabriel?”

      He groaned. “Why are we talking about Kristina?”

      “Her father told me she came to live with you. You were the last person to see her alive.”

      “Her father, the man who attacked you? You are going to trust him over me?”

      “Why won’t you tell me? If Crimson took her, Crimson could come after me. If the magic killed her or made her crazy, that could happen to me too. Did she have symbols on her arms? Did you have a romantic relationship with her? Were you sleeping with her?”

      Her voice grew more strained with her agitation, and tears formed in her eyes. Everything in Gabriel clenched. That note he heard in her voice was jealousy with an undertone of anxiety.

      He was not a patient dragon. When he hated something, he killed it. When he wanted something, he either bought it or took it. He’d made exceptions for her because he thought it would please her. Now he could see that wasn’t what she needed at all.

      “Raven,” he barked in a low sharp voice, “stop.”

      She stopped. He swept into her, digging his fingers into the hair at the back of her head. Her lips parted at his hold on her, but she did not speak.

      “I did not sleep with Kristina. I did not kiss her or love her. She never had symbols on her arms, even when I touched her to shake her hand or to nudge her shoulder. She was a medium and would have noticed any new powers. I cannot tell you what happened to her right now. You will have to trust me on this. But, if you are patient and drop it for now—”

      “Gabriel, I—”

      He kissed the words from her mouth, fast and hard. “If you are patient and let it rest this week, I will reveal all to you on Friday night. A date, Raven. No games. Come out with me, and I will explain everything I know about Kristina. I cannot answer what you ask here and now, but if you come with me, I will show you what you need to know.”

      Her eyes searched his.

      Everything about her turned him on: her lips, her closeness, the way her body conformed to his. He wanted to take her, here, now. To force the thoughts she was having out of her mind by filling it with pleasure, by filling her. But he wouldn’t force her. She was already his. She just didn’t know it yet. He had to bide his time, let her come to him when she was ready.

      “Do you trust me, Raven?”

      She lowered her chin and looked at him through her lashes. “Yes.”

      “Friday. Come with me Friday. Until then, let this go.” When she didn’t answer him right away, he tugged gently on her hair.

      She lowered her shoulders and slashed a hand through the air between them. “Yes, Gabriel. I will go out with you on Friday.”

      “Good,” he said. He kissed her then, firmly. It wasn’t a question but a claim. Everything he gave to her mouth was a statement, a chant of You are mine. You will always be mine.

      She melted in his embrace, her arms going around his neck and one of her feet skimming up the outside of his lower leg. It took all his strength to pull away, but now was not the time or place. Not the way he wanted her. He smiled, steadying her on her feet. “Friday night.” He walked to the door and opened it for her.

      It took her a moment to gather herself. She smoothed her hair and straightened her clothes. “Yes. I— I’ll be in the library if you need me.”
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      Raven needed a glass of ice water. Not only to drink but to dump over her head. The way Gabriel had kissed her had ignited something inside that she was having trouble extinguishing. Her body ached for him. The brush of her clothing against her skin was oddly arousing. Her bra felt tight, and she squelched the urge to strip out of it. If he hadn’t stopped, she would have let him have her there on the desk in his office. No way could she have stopped him. It had been over five years since she’d been with a man. There had never been any man like Gabriel.

      Didn’t that make her an idiotic female? As far as she knew, Gabriel had done something hideous to Kristina and was going to do the same to her Friday night. Only, she no longer truly believed he had hurt her predecessor. Oh, he was capable of killing. She admitted that much. But he wasn’t a killer. He was her defender and protector. He’d always backed off when she’d asked him to. Didn’t it mean something that he’d respected her wishes to stay away Saturday night?

      With a sigh, she unlocked the library and propped the door open. She plodded to the kitchenette and filled a glass with water to dribble on the soil of the African violet Gabriel had brought her. She drank the rest, trying her best to quiet her mind. All her desire for Gabriel would be pointless if she didn’t break his curse. He’d turn to stone. Even if her cancer didn’t come back, she’d never be the same. He’d scored a mark across her heart, awakened in her a love of mystery and a belief in magic. How could she return to a world of drink orders and essay exams? The life she’d left behind didn’t fit her anymore. Her family’s love had become a too-tight hug that threatened to crush her wings.

      “Fix him,” she whispered to herself, scanning the grimoires. She needed more time, time to solve the puzzle that was Gabriel. She was in a room full of magic. There had to be a way. Approaching the shelf where she’d left off, she ran her fingers down the spine of the next book on her list, then pulled it from the shelf. Opening it on the desk, she instantly noticed it was different. There were no lists of ingredients like before. Instead of being a recipe, the spells in this book were a combination of symbols and incantations. She couldn’t read it—this one was written in Spanish—but she stared at the page and something occurred to her. She returned to the last grimoire she’d reviewed. She knew what these were. Potions, she thought. The entire section she’d been working on contained books about potions.

      Rushing back to Kristina’s log again, she found that, yes, every book she’d flipped through so far was in the same section. She hadn’t put it together before. Light flooded her brain and she laughed. It was so simple, so obvious, but she’d completely missed it. This was the system Raven had been looking for. The books weren’t sorted alphabetically or by language or by the Dewey decimal system. They were sorted by the type of magic contained within them.

      The Casket Girls had said that the cure for the stone had to come from the snake whose venom infected it. What if they meant the type of magic? Crimson was a voodoo priestess. She hadn’t cursed Gabriel with a potion, she’d used… well, whatever it was that voodoo practitioners used. A voodoo doll? A spell brought about through dance? Raven knew almost nothing about the religion. But she was willing to bet there was a section in this library dedicated to the practice. That’s where she needed to start.

      She paged through the catalog until a word in a title caught her eye: vodou. Raven went to that section of shelf, noticing the titles were familiar. This was creole. She didn’t speak the language, but so many things around New Orleans borrowed from it that it was instantly recognizable. She pulled the first grimoire from the section and opened it on the desk.

      Her fingers tingled as she touched the pages. This magic felt different. It rippled through her and made the hair on the back of her neck stand up. What was happening?

      She yanked her hand back from the book and lifted her head. Someone was in the room. There was a shadow beside the bookshelf, long and thin. Squinting, she leaned over to see who was there. There was no one. The light was wrong. The window was behind her, but the shadow was stretching toward her. She stared at the dark thing. It blinked at her.

      With a start, she realized the thing was not human. Maybe it was one of the oreads. She hadn’t asked Gabriel what they looked like.

      “Hello,” she said to it. “Can I help you with something?”

      The two circles of light that were the thing’s eyes widened, its mouth forming a perfect o. It shot like a dart straight toward her. She screamed, more out of shock than fear as it passed through her like an icy wind. She spun around to see it dive into the ventilation shaft.

      “What happened? What’s wrong?” Gabriel stood in the doorway staring at her. “I heard you scream.”

      She rubbed the place where the thing passed through her. “What do oreads look like?”

      “Like mountain nymphs.” He shrugged.

      She spread her hands.

      “Er… similar to your human depiction of fairies. Pale. Large eyes. Gossamer wings. That is, when they allow you to see them.”

      Raven tore a sheet of paper from the back of the ledger and sketched what she’d seen. She held it up in front of his face. “Do you know what this is?”

      Gabriel grimaced, his eyes darting between her and the drawing. “You saw this?”

      “I couldn’t have drawn it if I hadn’t. The thing flew straight through me.”

      “Raven, I’m not sure how to tell you this.”

      “Quickly. You’re freaking me out.”

      Gabriel shook his head. “That is a demon.”
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      Crimson rolled over and rubbed her eyes. It was early. Not even ten in the morning. She’d been up most of the night performing a completely fake ritual for a couple that had renewed their vows. It was exhausting making that shit up. It had to look real without actually doing anything at all. Ironically, it would have been easier and less draining for her to do the real ritual, but no way was she going to call on the spirits to help every traveler who tossed a few C-notes in her direction. She needed to save her real power for herself.

      “This better be good,” she said to the demon standing over her. She’d nicknamed this one Chuck. Not that demons used names. These entities, she’d learned, weren’t identities in and of themselves, but hollow and dark energy. They absorbed, drained, and fed off human experiences, creating none of their own. No personality. No soul. If you took raw desire and coupled it with a bottomless pit of need, you’d have a demon. Still, she’d named each one for her own purposes. It helped her tell the demons apart. This one seemed oddly shaken. That worried her. There wasn’t much on this side of heaven and hell that could shake a demon. She reached out to touch the thing so it could show her what had happened.

      Images flashed through Crimson’s brain. The girl, Raven, sat behind a desk, a massive book open in front of her. She looked up, straight at the demon. Her blue eyes flared. Crimson felt what the demon had felt, a tug of immature power deep in its torso.

      “Hello. What can I do for you?” Raven said, addressing the demon directly.

      Whoosh. Chuck passed right through her on his way back home, and what he saw inside her was the most terrifying part of all.

      “Interesting,” Crimson said, stroking the back of the demon’s head. “Not only can the girl see demons, but her body possesses a strange mixture of raw magic. It seems Gabriel’s tooth has awoken something in her. Something I haven’t seen before.”

      The girl wasn’t entirely human. Raven had power, power she hadn’t yet learned to use. After the way the demon had reacted to the name Tanglewood inside the Three Sisters, Crimson suspected that Raven came from a long line of powerful beings. She hesitated to use the word witch. The traces of magic the demon had sensed as it passed through her were broader than traditional witchcraft. Perhaps sorceress was the better term. Perhaps something more.

      “Tanglewood,” Crimson said, and the demon hissed as if she’d burned it. She narrowed her eyes. “What do you know about that name? Show me.”

      The demon refused, squealing and drawing away. Crimson grabbed a white ash root from her nightstand and stabbed it through the demon’s toe. It cried out, but now it wouldn’t be going anywhere. As it twisted and thrashed, she removed her nightshirt and began massaging her breasts, tracing around her nipples with the tips of her fingers. She spread her knees. The demon settled its full attention on her again.

      This was why it was important to use names. She remembered Chuck’s desire was sex. The demon couldn’t get enough of it.

      “Show me what you know about Raven’s family,” Crimson demanded, arching her back.

      The demon reached out an oily hand and touched her. As the images flashed through her head, Crimson’s eyes widened. Even she hadn’t expected this. The demon was wise to be afraid.

      When she’d seen all of what it had to offer, she removed the ash root from its foot. It crawled to her, its hands slithering around her breasts. She allowed it to mount her. What she paid the beast was well worth the information, and it would keep him coming back to her. It would allow her to bend the demon to her will. It had always been this way. Her natural ability to seduce demons had informed her magic on all levels. After all these years, they were a part of her and always would be.

      As the dark thing filled her up, she thought it was about time she got to know Ms. Tanglewood better. Much better. She might be the answer to swaying Gabriel into giving her what she wanted. More, the girl might be the permanent solution to her little aging problem. A dark and wonderful idea filled her mind. But it would be tricky. Crimson would have to find a way to lure the girl to her, and then she’d have to make her an offer she couldn’t refuse.
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      Gabriel rushed to Raven’s side. Her knees gave out, and she sat down in the chair behind the library desk as if she was testing the sturdiness of the legs. He’d never been so relieved that the antique was stronger than it looked.

      “Please tell me you keep demons on staff to clean during the night?”

      “No. Demons aren’t friendly creatures. It shouldn’t have been here. Before the curse, it couldn’t have been. My protective wards are failing.” He held up his ring to the light.

      Her eyes snapped to his. “Why was it here? Why was it watching me?”

      “I’m not sure.” Gabriel knelt down in front of her and took her hands in his. “But the bigger question is how were you able to see it?”

      She scoffed. “It was right there. How could I miss it?”

      Putting this off was no longer an option. Gabriel had to make her see what she was. As much as he feared how she would take it, that she might even leave him, she had to face the truth. “Ordinary humans can’t see demons, Raven. You did. You saw the demon because the Casket Girls were right about you. You have power.”

      She shook her head. “No.” Her eyes darted around the room and then settled on his. “What kind of power?”

      “You are just what they said you are. A witch. When I fed you my tooth, I was hoping you were psychic. I had no idea you were a sorceress. But those markings on your arms? Those are symbols, writing. That’s your magic coming to the surface, magic that was always inside you.”

      For a long while she said nothing. She stared at the book, then at her hands. Gabriel braced himself. He would not stop her if she tried to leave. He’d promised her freedom, and he would always be true to his word. But his chest ached at the thought of losing her.

      “Raven, say something.”

      She chewed her lip. “Can you read this grimoire?”

      He stood and looked down at the book. “Haitian creole. Yes.” He marked the page with his finger and closed the cover, then opened it again. “The title means ‘The Spirit of Voodoo.’ This is a book about summoning spirits.”

      “And what is this spell?” She pointed to the page she’d been perusing.

      It had been a long time since he’d read the language, and it took him a few minutes to translate the page, but once he had, he smiled. “This is a spell to make the unseen visible. This is a spell to allow you to see demons.”

      Raven held up her hands. “I felt it enter my fingers.”

      “You felt the spell—”

      “Gabriel, what if the symbols on my arms aren’t magic that is in me coming to the surface? What if it’s magic I’m absorbing?”

      “The longer you’ve been in this room, the more it’s spread.”

      She nodded, looking excited now. “What if every spell I touch becomes… a part of me?”

      The implications barreled into him, and he wished he had a chair to land his own ass in, because his knees felt like they could give out at any moment. He settled for using the bookshelf to hold himself up. “You absorb any spell you touch.”

      Her mouth gaped. “Saturday, in the swamp, when I touched the stump to keep myself from capsizing, I saw a woman in the water. I think it was Julia.”

      “The alligators and the wind.”

      “I absorbed her magic from the swamp.”

      Gabriel’s eyes widened. “I wonder…” Intently, he searched the titles on the shelf along the far wall and flipped to a page at the center. He held the book out to her. “Try this.”

      The grimoire was written in Romanian, one Gabriel had collected long ago when he’d visited Budapest. Raven wouldn’t be able to read it or understand it, but if her power held the qualities they thought it did, he’d know soon enough. He watched, breathless, as she placed her fingertips on the page.

      “It tickles,” she said. “Whoa.” The look on her face was pure wonderment as she levitated off her chair, floating higher above the desk.

      “How do I get down?” she asked with a laugh as she drew closer to the ceiling. Gabriel quickly read the spell on the next page.

      “Think about your feet,” he said.

      Slowly she sank to the floor. “This is real,” she said. “We’ve figured it out. I absorb magic. That’s what I do. The reason it took me so long to notice is I was in the potions section.”

      “Yes.” He nodded. “This is a very powerful gift. The possibilities are endless.”

      Her face was brimming with excitement as she squealed and waved her hands at him. “Bring me another! Something good.”

      Gabriel scanned the shelves and nabbed a smaller leather volume from the front of the library. He flipped to the spell he was looking for and placed it in front of her. “Try this.”

      She placed her hand on it. “Oooh, it’s cold.”

      Gabriel turned his palm up and caught a snowflake as it fell from the ceiling. Awestruck, Raven traced her fingers through the cold and damp in his palm, and then her gaze climbed to the ceiling, which was now spitting out snowflakes like a Hollywood machine.

      He pulled her out of the chair and whirled her down the aisle, dipping her, elated at the pure joy in her eyes. Big, fluffy flakes of snow drifted from the ceiling and caught on her lashes. She giggled.

      “It’s all you,” he said. “You’re making this happen.”

      “How?” She sounded breathless. “All I did was touch a page.”

      The snow tapered, then stopped altogether. He set her on her feet. “Every spell you come in contact with, you soak up. I’ve only heard of one other witch like you, and she lived in Paragon. The truth is I’m not sure of the extent of your abilities. But you are powerful, Raven. Truly remarkable.”

      She moved closer to him, and he thought she looked… happy. The anxiety had drained from her face and a shallow smile graced her lips. There was hope and joy in her expression, like she’d opened a new toy. Gabriel understood he’d broken one of Paragon’s oldest and most serious laws by saving her, but he didn’t care. The way his body was responding to the sight of her told him he would have done it all over again, even if he’d known in advance she was a witch.

      She swept her hands through her hair. “Let me touch your ring.” She reached for his hand.

      He pulled it out of her reach. “What if you absorb the curse?”

      “Do you think that would happen? I don’t think so. I made it snow today; I didn’t turn into snow. I’ll simply soak up the magic behind the curse. Maybe I’ll understand it and then be able to break it.”

      “It’s too risky. We don’t know how your magic works yet.”

      “Stop fighting me. It’s not going to—” She sprang forward and grabbed the emerald before he could protest.

      Although he hastily drew his hand away, it was too late. The smile faded from her face.

      “What’s wrong? Did it hurt you?” he asked.

      “Not as much as your pulling the damned jewel from my grip did.” She rubbed her palm. “I felt something, but I don’t think it’s the curse. Let me touch it again.”

      He raised an eyebrow at her. “Begging to touch me? I think I like these new powers.”

      Expression flat and clearly annoyed, she held out her hand and didn’t say another word. Reluctantly, he placed his fingers in hers. Her thumb stroked over the stone, her focus going blank, then distant. She shook her head.

      “I can sense the curse, but it isn’t like touching the books. It’s like a black hole. It doesn’t give me anything.”

      “Or your natural abilities are smart enough not to ingest poison,” he said. “You said you felt something.”

      “I see a door.” She waved a hand dismissively, her eyes focused on the wall. “Not an actual door, an… opening. Through the opening is an island. Red rock… a volcano… jungle.”

      “That is Paragon.”

      Her gaze met his. “I think I could use this ring to send you back. You wouldn’t need the ring’s magic if you were back there, right?”

      He frowned and looked way from her.

      “You already knew that. You’ve known all along you could go back.”

      “Yes.”

      She dropped her hand. “So you can survive! If we run out of time and we haven’t broken your curse, you can go back.”

      He shook his head. “No, I can never go back.”

      “Why not? Gabriel, this is life or death.”

      “I told you, there was a political uprising—”

      “So go back with your tail between your legs and toe the line. A new regime is better than turning to stone.”

      “You don’t understand. It wasn’t a new regime.”

      “Help me understand.”

      It had been a long time since he’d talked openly about Paragon. He didn’t welcome revisiting the old memories. Still, she deserved an explanation.

      “Over coffee. Come.”
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      As Raven had come to expect, a coffee service was already in place when she entered Gabriel’s apartment. An urn of coffee, cream and sugar, along with a plate of warm blueberry scones waited for them in the dining room. The oreads seemed to anticipate Gabriel’s every need. She wondered again what they must look like, but she’d never seen one.

      Gabriel filled her mug. “Cream or sugar?”

      “Just cream. One.”

      He did the honors, then handed her the mug. She took a long, fortifying drink.

      “You were saying, about Paragon.”

      He stirred his coffee. “Dragons have ruled Paragon since the dawn of time. Our citizens are made up of a variety of supernatural beings: witches, vampires, fairies, elves, and other dragons of mixed blood. But my family has ruled from the Mountain since Paragon’s earliest days. We were installed as rulers by the Goddess of the Mountain herself.”

      “Your family? Are you saying you are Paragon royalty?” She had to set down her mug so that she wouldn’t drop it.

      He leveled a sober stare on her. “The goddess left us a tablet of laws, ancient magic that directed my family’s rule. The first and most important law was that no individual dragon was allowed to rule for more than two thousand years.”

      She snorted. “Two thousand years?”

      “Purebred dragons are immortal.”

      Raven blinked, suddenly breathless. “I guess I knew that on some level, but I can’t wrap my head around it. Wouldn’t there be too many dragons if all of them lived forever?”

      He sipped his coffee. “You are a smart woman, Raven. Yes, there would be. If not for two simple facts. First, dragon offspring are rare. And second, immortal or not, we can be killed.”

      She chose a scone from the pile and took a bite, hopeful that if she remained quiet, he would fill the empty space with additional explanation. She was not disappointed.

      “Dragon females are rare in our population. Precious. Even if a female dragon succeeds in laying an egg—”

      “Wait, you hatched from an egg?” Raven felt her jaw pop open like she was a cartoon character.

      Gabriel shrugged. “Dragons are similar to your reptiles when it comes to reproductive biology.”

      She closed her mouth. It opened again.

      “As I was saying, dragon eggs are rare, and many eggs never develop properly, so dragon children are even more rare. Too, although we are naturally immortal, we can be killed by unnatural means. Magic”—he held up his hand and wiggled his ring—“certain types of enchanted metal. There are five kingdoms of Paragon, all five ruled by dragons who make their home in and around the Obsidian Mountain. This area is called the kingdom of Paragon, the dragon kingdom. Over the centuries, we’ve warred with Darnuith, the kingdom of the witches; Everfield, the fae kingdom; and Nochtbend, the kingdom of vampires. Although we’ve always maintained control, dragons have died in these wars. So, you see, the dragon population has held steady at a few thousand individuals for tens of thousands of years.”

      Raven pondered his description, wishing she had a map. “What’s the fifth kingdom?” she asked. “You said there were five, but you only named four: Paragon, Darnuith, Everfield, and Nochtbend.”

      He broke off a corner of scone and popped it between his teeth. “The fifth is Rogos, the land of elves. Elves are wise creatures and have never in their entire history gone to war. They keep to themselves. As far as I know, they’ve never killed anything.”

      “So every two thousand years the current king and queen step down from their rule.” Raven tried to put it all together.

      “Yes. This is what has always come to pass. At the coronation of the eldest son of either the king or queen—”

      Raven waved a hand. “Hold up. Wouldn’t a son be from both king and queen? You do need a male and a female to reproduce, don’t you?”

      Gabriel chuckled. “Of course we do, but a king and a queen of Paragon would never mate with each other. It would be an abomination.”

      “Why?”

      “They are brother and sister.”

      Raven dropped her scone and leaned back in her chair. “Go on.”

      He sighed. “I forget that kings and queens in your world were also lovers. In my world, as I mentioned, dragon children are rare. The king and queen are always brother and sister, and each of them takes a consort, a husband or wife from the dragon community. Both are of royal blood, and thus both can produce heirs to the throne. This gives our ruling class double the chance of producing another male and female heir, the oldest of which will inherit the throne.”

      It made sense when he put it that way. She raised an eyebrow. “Were you the oldest?”

      He shook his head. “No. My brother Marius was the oldest of my siblings. There are nine of us, the largest number of eggs to be successfully incubated by a dragon. My mother was Eleanor, the queen; my father was Killian, her consort. Our uncle Brynhoff never took a consort, but the council of elders didn’t push it because there were nine of us: eight males and a female. The crown was safe.

      “Over three hundred years ago, the scheduled coronation of my older brother Marius was to mark his transition to king. The next day, my sister Rowan’s coronation would install her as queen. But instead of stepping down as the goddess demanded, my uncle murdered my brother in cold blood. We believe he also murdered Killian and our mother. We don’t know for sure because our mother used magic to send the remaining eight of us here, but all indications are that they died as well that day.”

      “Dear Lord. Gabriel, I’m so sorry. That’s horrible. Your own uncle betrayed you, and you’ve been forced to hide here all these centuries?”

      He nodded. “The worst part is that our mother sent a message with us, warning us to stay apart in this world for our safety. We don’t even have each other anymore.”

      Her heart felt heavy and her mind immediately jumped to Avery. What a cruel fate to have family but to never enjoy their company.

      “So you see, I can’t go back to Paragon. Not now. Not ever. Because my murderous uncle is still in power and I am now the eldest offspring. There is a price on my head. If he ever found out where I was, he would devote all his resources to ending me.”

      “You’re now the heir to Paragon.” The implication made her mouth go dry. “You’re… you’re a prince!”

      He bowed formally. “I was. Now I’m a purveyor of antiquities. A dragon with an expiration date.” He tapped his ring.

      Her breath caught. “So, where do we go from here?”

      He leaned across the table. “You keep taking in what magic you can from the library. You and I will practice using it.”

      “All right.” It was all so overwhelming. She had so many questions they crowded each other to get to the front of her mind. But when she opened her mouth to ask them, all she could think was that he suddenly looked exhausted. “Are you feeling okay?”

      “I need to rest. The curse draws my energy.”

      She wrapped her hand around his, the warmth from his skin seeping into hers. Their eyes caught and held. His stare traveled all the way to her toes and everywhere in between. “I’ll get back to work. Thank you for this.” She forced herself to look away, toward the tray.

      The corner of his mouth twitched. “I didn’t make the coffee.”

      “No.” She drew a deep breath. “Thank you for giving me another chance at life. For helping me discover who I am… what I am.”

      “Raven, there is so much more to you than this. You can thank me for the tooth, but I didn’t make you who you are.”
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      It took all Raven’s willpower to leave Gabriel and return to the library. She’d never in her life experienced a stronger attraction. Her body was alive with it. And then it dawned on her. As a dragon shifter, Gabriel was magic. Was her desire to be near him and the tingling when he touched her the result of her growing affection for him or simply a side effect of her power?

      And what of her previous vow to keep her distance until she knew for sure what had happened to Kristina? Damn, she was a mess. Her heart had set its sights on Gabriel, and the damned organ was far louder than her brain. She loved the way he watched over her and the way he listened when she spoke, as if the entire world revolved around her. She loved that he was powerful enough to save her when needed, yet had obeyed her wishes to stay away when she’d asked. Her attraction to him was intense enough to be almost painful. Yet he never used that attraction against her. He was honorable and loyal, she supposed. But there was something more; she felt connected to him, as if that little piece of him inside her was the last piece to an intricate puzzle, the key to becoming something greater than she’d ever expected.

      She hurried back to her desk and the grimoire open on it.

      She heard his door open and his footsteps descend the stairwell outside the library. Where did he go every afternoon? He always needed to rest around the same time each day, but he never did so in his apartment. He simply disappeared, reappearing in the early evening. While he was gone, Agnes and Richard ran the shop. Neither of them said much about his absence, other than “He’s resting to counteract the curse.” Was he truly napping the entire time in some secret room somewhere?

      She flipped the pages of the grimoire, the same one with instructions on how to make it snow. The next spell she absorbed made a gale-force wind blow through the room. It knocked books from their shelves and scattered papers everywhere. She slammed the cover closed. The wind stopped. She cleaned up the mess.

      She was tidying the last corner of the room when it dawned on her that Gabriel would be asleep all afternoon. She paused, the spine of a grimoire in her hand. Delphine had said that the antidote for Gabriel’s curse must be made from the venom of the snake that’d bit him. The grimoires in this room might not hold the answer, but Crimson’s magic did, and Raven was a witch who absorbed magic. She grabbed her purse and cardigan, locking the library behind her.

      Richard and Agnes were both with customers, and she thought she could slip out the front door without being noticed, but Richard’s hand landed on her shoulder even as he smiled at the man he was helping and excused himself.

      “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “Having lunch with my sister,” Raven lied. It was better if he didn’t know the truth.

      “Have Duncan drive you,” he said.

      “It’s close. I can walk.”

      Richard frowned. “Gabriel won’t like you going out unprotected.”

      She tipped her head and pecked him on the cheek. “Then don’t tell him, silly. You know what? If I’m not back in an hour, you can send out the cavalry.”

      He scowled, but when she strode quickly toward the door, he didn’t stop her.

      Crimson’s shop was called Hexpectations Voodoo Emporium and was on Dumaine Street, about four and a half blocks from Blakemore’s. Raven rushed toward it on foot, hoping it wouldn’t rain. The sky was overcast and there was a chill in the air—winter in New Orleans. She pulled on her sweater and wrapped her arms around herself against the chill. The idea of calling an Uber crossed her mind, but with traffic the way it was, it would be faster to walk.

      A few minutes later, she found what she was looking for. The wooden sign for Hexpectations had a painting of a voodoo doll with a pin through its heart. Nice.

      She paused a few doors down from the shop. It was well known that Crimson owned the place. She ran local advertising for her touristy voodoo-ritual gigs. It was very possible that Raven would see her behind the counter when she walked in. Crimson knew who she was, even if she didn’t know what she was. She might be opening a can of worms doing this, but if she could touch anything in the store with Crimson’s magic in it, she might be able to absorb it and use it to help Gabriel. She had to give it a try.

      Tucking her hair behind her ears, she steeled her resolve and went in. A bell chimed over the door, and a strong herbal scent met her as she crossed the threshold. It smelled like a combination of eucalyptus, peppermint, and something sour, almost as if Crimson was trying to cover up the smell of sour milk with essential oils.

      Thankfully, she was not alone in the store. A group of Japanese tourists, five men and two women, laughed and talked near the cash register. Raven played with a crystal in a bin near the door while nonchalantly glancing toward the cashier out the corner of her eye. A goth-looking teenaged girl with a septum piercing leaned against the back counter. She snapped her chewing gum and stared at her phone.

      No Crimson. Raven relaxed a little. None of the crystals were giving her a hint of magic. She walked down the aisle, randomly picking up items. She touched gris-gris and mojo bags, dolls, herbs, candles, books. Up and down each row, she examined the items for sale. Nothing spoke to her. There were no tingles. Her skin did not glow under her sweater. There was no change in the air or the temperature.

      How could this be? Crimson’s shop was a magical dud. How could the voodoo queen of New Orleans not leave a trail of magic in her own shop?

      “Can I help you find anything?” the goth girl asked, looking annoyed. The Japanese tourists had left, and now Raven was the only one there. The girl probably thought she was planning to steal something.

      “Do you sell daggers, like the kind you use for root work?”

      “Uh, the owner might keep some in the back room, but it’s locked when she’s not here.” The girl pointed at a door behind the register. The heavy panel of wood was covered in symbols and surrounded by dried herbs. Raven concentrated on the door, and for a moment, she thought she could hear it whisper to her. She considered rushing past the girl and touching it, but honestly, she wasn’t going to get answers from a locked door.

      “Are you not allowed in there?” she asked.

      “No one is allowed in there but the priestess herself.”

      “What about the priestess herself?”

      Raven whirled to find Crimson standing behind her. Her ample bosom and flowing skirt seemed to fill the aisle, and Raven suddenly felt boxed in.

      “She was looking for an athame,” the goth girl said.

      Crimson’s gaze never wavered from Raven. “You’re Gabriel’s new girl.”

      Raven forced down her fear and held out her hand. “Yes, I am. You must be Crimson.” Her voice was high and soft, not a hint of suspicion or animosity. Would Crimson fall for it?

      “Aren’t you a sweet thing?” Crimson shook her hand, smiling a wicked smile.

      Raven waited for Crimson’s magic to send tingles into her hand. Instead, her palm went cold. Crimson was like a vacuum. There was no magic in her, just darkness. Emptiness. A vast and awful absence of energy. Raven had never realized how full of life everyone else was until she touched the thing that was Crimson.

      “Nice to meet you,” Raven murmured.

      Crimson showed her teeth. “Come to the back room and we’ll select an athame just for you.” Her voice was syrupy and came out through a plastic smile.

      Raven retracted her hand. “No, thank you. I’ve changed my mind.” Her heart was hammering now.

      Crimson’s eyes turned hard and cold. “Lost your nerve, witch?”

      Raven took a step back.

      “That is why you need an athame, isn’t it? You’re a witch.”

      “So?” Another step back. She bumped into the goth woman who snapped her gum.

      “You’ll never break my curse, Raven. Tell your master to give me what I want.”

      “No.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “He might do it in exchange for you.” Crimson reached for her.

      Everything slowed, becoming crystal clear. Raven’s heart sped up to the point that her chest hurt. There was a moment of darkness when she thought she had passed out, a dropping sensation as if she’d jumped off a tall building. And then she landed on her feet behind Crimson, magic curling around her like smoke before it vanished like a snuffed candle.

      She moved for the door, her limbs feeling oddly elastic. It chimed when she opened it. Crimson whirled. Their eyes met. Raven bolted into the crowd on the sidewalk.

      Gabriel was waiting for her when she walked into Blakemore’s. He looked like hell. Wherever he went in the afternoons really did a number on him. Had he been sleeping on the curb of an underpass?

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      His face contorted, eyebrows becoming dark slashes, his jaw painfully tight. “Are you done trying to tear my heart from my chest, Raven? At least for the day?” His voice was too low, too steady.

      “I… yes.”

      He turned on his heel and disappeared through the double glass doors at the back of the store.
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      Gabriel didn’t show himself again until the next afternoon, and by the stony expression he wore, Raven knew he was still angry.

      “I said I was sorry,” she repeated.

      He paced toward the window in the library, running his fingers along the frame and gazing out over Royal Street. “Dragons collect things, Raven. It’s in our nature. The more valuable the possession, the more closely we guard it.”

      “I’m not your possession. You don’t own me. You can’t buy me. I’m a human being.”

      “No. No, I can’t. I can’t even bind you. With one thought, I could call Agnes and Richard to my side. They’d come running. I can’t call you. I can’t tell where you are.”

      “Good.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “Frankly, it’s creepy you can do that to anyone with or without their permission. I’m a free woman, Gabriel. I’m here because I want to be here. I want to help. But I’m not a thing to be hoarded or protected.”

      He looked at her over his shoulder, the light from the window framing a stunningly attractive profile. She tangled her fingers over her stomach.

      “Do you know what part of the bond remains?” he asked softly. “It was the way I found you, both on the day you were attacked in the alley and in the swamp.”

      Raven licked her lips. “You mentioned before something about my fear.”

      He nodded. “Yes. Your fear. It cuts through me like a knife. I cannot rest. I cannot think.” He stepped closer to her, desperation leaching from him. Her chest was heavy with the weight of the emotion building in the room. “Don’t you see how much I care for you? Have I ever treated you like a possession, even though it is in my nature to do so? Have I ever hurt you?”

      She thought about it. “No.”

      “Then stop hurting me.”

      “I have never intentionally hurt you, Gabriel.”

      He winced. “Your fear feels like being shredded with razor blades. It feels like taking a stroll through a blender.”

      Raven’s hands pressed into her stomach. “I am sorry. I didn’t know.”

      “Please, Raven, for your sake as well as mine, be more careful.”

      She moved toward him and placed her hand on his cheek. The idea that he’d felt shredded by her fear made her feel absolutely wretched. She wouldn’t be his prisoner, but she also refused to be his torturer. “I will be more careful. I am sorry.”

      He nodded. “Thank you.”

      “There’s something I have to tell you about yesterday, about where I went and what I found out.”

      He leaned on the library desk, his hands coupled near his waist. “Please, tell me why you were frightened for your life… again.”

      Okay, a little more attitude in that comment than necessary. “I went to see Crimson.”

      Gabriel stood and whirled like he was searching for something or someone to break. “Why?”

      “I wanted to try to absorb her magic. I thought if I could get a taste of what she was, I might be able to reproduce it, take it apart, and use the pieces to break your curse.”

      “What happened?”

      “There is nothing magical in her shop. Not a single thing. I think she keeps anything with any power behind an enchanted door in the back. But she was there, Gabriel, and when I touched her, I felt null energy.”

      “Null energy?”

      “I don’t have another word for it. I felt like there was something in her that ate magic. I couldn’t absorb it because there wasn’t anything there to absorb. There was just this gnawing, black, perpetually hungry thing inside her that wanted to destroy everything. All it wants is darkness. There’s just… nothing.”

      His face turned grim. “That’s unfortunate.”

      “There must be some way to undo what she’s done. If you gave her what she wanted, she’d undo the curse, right? Pull that darkness back into herself? She wants you. She wouldn’t end you on purpose.”

      “It seems so.”

      “We just have to think of another way.”

      His fingers began to tap against his thigh and she took a step closer and gathered his hand in hers. The tapping eased.

      “You’re the only thing that helps,” he said. His full, focused attention made her feel like the center of the universe. The symbols on her arms began to glow.

      “We will find another way, Gabriel. I know how you’re feeling. I know what it’s like to be out of time and staring death in the face. I can sense your despair, the way you want to shed this curse like a chain and take your life back. When I was sick, I wanted to blow out the walls. I wanted freedom so badly I would have chewed my own arm off to get it. But you saved me from that, and now I will save you from this. I will find a way, even if I have to go to Paragon myself and forge you a new ring.”

      He touched her forehead with his lips. “Thank you, Raven. Thank you.”
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      The next afternoon, Gabriel brought her a gift. The box was wrapped in shiny black paper with a gold bow. She opened it to find a length of knotted rope.

      “My birthday isn’t until April. What did I do to deserve a frayed length of knotted rope?”

      “You became a witch,” he said. “I made this for you to practice with. Untie it. I’ll tell you in advance that these knots are not the kind you learn to tie in the Boy Scouts. I’ve magically bound each one with increasingly more difficult spells. Only an expert at countering magic can untie all six. You will have to examine the knot to determine which spell I’ve placed on it, then find the counterspell in your internal arsenal or in these grimoires. Then you will have to apply that counterspell to the knots.”

      “Ha ha, very funny.” Raven examined the knots. “Was wrapping this like a gift supposed to make me feel excited about spending my days untying knots?”

      “You can take them home with you to practice.”

      Raven tried not to look disappointed, but she’d gotten excited when she saw the wrapped box. This was not the gift she’d had in mind. It was also not the practice she’d had in mind. When Gabriel said he’d work with her, she expected one-on-one interaction, not a take-home test. She picked up the rope.

      “I won’t be in tomorrow,” he said.

      “Why?”

      “There’s something I need to take care of.”

      “That’s not vague or anything.”

      He approached her, his power bumping into her before he did. She was so much more attuned to it now. It licked her body like a thousand tongues of fire, not an unpleasant experience. She moved closer until there was less than an inch between them and his heat practically enveloped her.

      “If I tell you something, will you keep it to yourself?”

      “Of course I will,” Raven said. Now she was concerned.

      “I’m going to see a lawyer. If we can’t fix this, I want my affairs to be in order.”

      She chewed her lip. “We’re going to fix this, Gabriel. We will.”

      The smile he gave her was sexy enough to melt her dress. “I hope you’re right. Spending more time with you once we’ve put this Kristina mess behind us is definitely on my priority list.”

      Yes, Kristina, Raven reminded herself. It was getting harder and harder for her to remember to be cautious with Gabriel. He kissed her gently on the cheek, then left the room before she could take her next breath.

      The days that followed moved quickly. Raven absorbed book after book. Once she finished the voodoo section, she was able to untie the first three knots, but nothing she’d absorbed helped her sort out her feelings for Gabriel. By the time Friday rolled around, she had one last practice knot left to be untied and an awkward date with Gabriel to look forward to.

      He arrived as he had every other afternoon, just before five. “Duncan is waiting downstairs.”

      She stood from the desk and tossed the length of rope into her purse. “I’m ready.”

      “No, I don’t think so.”

      “Excuse me?”

      He held out a shopping bag to her. “You’ll want this for where we’re going. You can change in my apartment.”

      “Where are we going?”

      He gave her a slanted grin. “Change. I’ll meet you downstairs.” He opened the door to his home for her, and she made her way to his bedroom before opening the bag. It was a dress. Well, part of a dress. The actual amount of material seemed a yard shy of a full garment. It was royal blue, sleeveless, and had leather trim along the neck, crisscrossing over the waist and along the hem. He’d included a black lace bra and panties, which was a good thing, because the ones she’d worn to work that day would have shown. Still, she was sure she didn’t have the boobs to fill the thing out. She slid the expensive fabric over her skin, noticing the way the material skimmed her body. This was the difference between being rich and being middle class. Raven didn’t own a single piece of clothing this perfectly made.

      For a second, she felt guilty about accepting the gift. Then she decided it wasn’t necessarily a gift. She could give it back tomorrow. And this was work related. Tonight she would learn what had happened to Kristina, and perhaps she could use that information in some way to advance her understanding of magic. Besides, if she succeeded in breaking Gabriel’s curse, she would have earned the cost of the dress five hundred times over.

      She smoothed the fabric and looked at herself in the mirror. The dress fit perfectly, almost as if it were made for her. She’d put on some badly needed weight since she started at Blakemore’s, which helped, plus the dress was cut to flatter, cinching in her waist and giving her chest some lift. Gabriel had included a pair of strappy high-heeled booties that made her legs appear longer than they were.

      Turning in front of the mirror, she had to admit the look was flattering on her. She wondered how he’d managed. She freshened her makeup and brushed her dark hair. Was it just her, or had it grown out significantly? It was almost down to her shoulders now. By the time she finished primping, she felt sexy and sophisticated, although she wasn’t completely sure she could pull the look off. Wherever Gabriel was taking her must be upscale. She hoped she’d fit in.

      She slung her purse over her shoulder and strode out of the apartment. Gabriel hadn’t left her the key, but the door locked behind her. The oreads, she thought. Carefully balanced on the unfamiliar heels, she descended the stairs.

      “Sweet child of mercy, you look hot,” Richard said, snapping his fingers and throwing back his head. “Mmm-hmm, that dragon is going to burn up when he sees you, miss thing.”

      “I must agree,” Agnes chimed in. “The dress suits you.”

      She thanked them both before stepping out the door.

      Gabriel was waiting, leaning against the car in a pair of jeans and a black button-down that made his eyes look even darker than usual. He scanned her from head to toe, then pushed off the car to meet her on the sidewalk. A deep rumble met her ears. Gabriel’s purr. “You look enchanting,” he whispered in her ear. “I think that’s the appropriate compliment for a witch, don’t you?”

      He opened the car door and helped her inside, then rounded the back to slide in beside her. Duncan pulled into traffic.

      “Where are we going?”

      “I wouldn’t dream of ruining the surprise.”

      “Now you’re just being annoying.”

      “It’s one of my better qualities.” He inched closer to her until the outer edge of his pinky finger grazed her thigh just below the hem of her short dress. That touch might as well have been a blowtorch for how it made her blood pump.

      “I’ve almost solved the knots,” she said, glancing at Duncan. The man had both eyes on the road. Thank heaven for small favors. She was sure she was blushing, and although he couldn’t see it from the outside, her need made her feel like she was wearing a neon sign. She wanted sex, wanted Gabriel so badly that her body felt like a raw nerve.

      “You’ve come a long way in a week.” Gabriel seemed to read her mind. He pressed the button for the privacy divider.

      “You didn’t make it easy for me. The first one was about applying the right force, simple enough. But the second one required heat to loosen the bond. For the third knot, it was necessary for me to lengthen the rope, the fourth to shrink the binding agent holding it together, and the fifth… the fifth one was very tricky.”

      “You figured it out.”

      “Barely. It was an illusion. A very good one. I tried for over a day to untie a knot that wasn’t really there. All I had to do was destroy the artifice and I had it.”

      “What do you make of the last one?”

      “I’m not sure yet. I think it has something to do with focusing energy though.”

      “Oh?” His eyebrows shot up.

      “The spell you’ve put on it seems to be tightening the knot again and again, like a song on continual loop. I need to break the repeat mechanism. Then I should be able to untie it.”

      “Clever, clever girl,” he said. He slid his hand over her knee and traced tiny circles along her skin.

      She watched as his hand swept higher up her thigh. Long, lengthening strokes that ran from her inner knee up under the skirt of her dress, stopping short of her black lace panties. He’d seen them, picked them out. The thought of them in his fingers made her squirm. Her breath came heavily. She licked her lips and inhaled his smoky scent. A little higher and he’d graze her sex. Her body longed for it, ached for it. Her nipples hardened within the lace of her bra, and her hips circled, moving his hand up her thigh.

      “What happened to waiting until you trusted me about Kristina?” he asked, his sinful mouth drawing close to hers. A dark grin played at the corner of his lips, and he watched her through hooded eyes.

      It almost killed her to hold her ground. “Tell me. Tell me now where we’re going and what happened to her.”

      “I can’t. I can only show you. And we are about half an hour from our destination. What shall we do for thirty minutes?”

      He trailed his fingers closer and grazed the seam of her underwear. Raven closed her eyes, her breath coming out in a shaky exhale. She had to be soaking wet. Her body was a throbbing bundle of need.

      “Would you like me to stop?”

      His fingers climbed again toward the apex of her thighs, and this time she shifted her hips. He obliged her with a long stroke over the thin material that covered the center of her sex. The rumble in his chest grew louder.

      “Oh, Raven, you are wet,” he said, brushing his lips against hers. “Tell me what you want. Should I stop or give you a taste of what will happen when you are mine?”

      She licked her lips, then tried to catch her breath. No amount of effort could remind her of why she wanted to wait. All her mental energy was focused on the tangle of nerves so close to his fingers. His touch was exquisite torture. Lord help her, she was weak. But there was no other answer she could give than to raise her fingers to the nape of his neck and drag her nails through his thick dark hair.

      “You must tell me, Raven. I’ve promised I wouldn’t take anything you weren’t willing to give. I am nothing if not a dragon that keeps his promises.” His skin felt hot against her own, and his dark eyes smoldered with red fire.

      “A taste,” she said. “Give me a taste.”
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      The possessive growl that escaped Gabriel’s throat was a bit premature. After all, she’d asked for a taste, nothing more. She wasn’t his. Not really. Not yet. But she’d asked for more and he intended to give it to her.

      He caressed the back of her knee with his fingers, which then climbed toward the moist lace that covered her sex. Slowly, so slowly. His mouth hovered over hers. Jasmine and vanilla formed a heady scent in the small space, and he wondered if it was her magic coming to the surface. Perfume didn’t grow stronger with excitement. Magic did.

      He worked his fingers under the lace. When she moaned in response, he claimed her mouth, drinking that moan in with a kiss that she returned with abandon. She gently clawed the back of his head with her nails.

      “So wet,” he whispered into her mouth, dipping a finger into her and circling. She raised her hips to drive him deeper as her tongue darted over his bottom lip. He returned the gesture, deepening the kiss and showing her with his tongue exactly what he wanted to do to her.

      She tipped her head back and whimpered between kisses, her hips moving faster now. Gabriel’s own arousal was threatening to tear through his jeans, but this wasn’t about him. It was about her. About showing her how perfect it would be if she were his. He wanted to make her sing.

      He kissed his way down her neck to her breast, skimming his teeth over the thin material of her bodice. Her nipple pearled under the heat of his breath. He dipped a second finger into her, working slow, languid circles. He watched her carefully, committing every flush, every roll of her hips to memory. She writhed closer to him, her petite body grinding against his fingers. How he would love to be inside her, buried in her. Once she said the word, he would mark her as his mate. He slid an arm into the arch of her back and lifted, his fingers diving deeper, his thumb massaging in quick hungry circles as he ravaged her neck with his mouth.

      That was all it took. She arched in his arms, the symbols in her skin lighting up in unison as her orgasm tore through her. He held her through the aftershocks, then gently removed his hand, lowering her to the seat and straightening her dress. When she looked at him again, her eyes were bright with astonishment.

      “You asked for a taste.” He flashed her a smug grin.

      “Wicked, wicked dragon. You knew if I had a taste, I’d want the entire meal.”

      The car slowed to a stop.

      Gabriel shook his head. “We’re here.”
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      The breath left Raven’s lungs in a deep sigh. What Gabriel had done to her body had wiped her mind. Gone were her former anxiety and misgivings, replaced by a deep sense of relaxation and a strong desire to curl up and take a nap. She’d never had an orgasm with her first lover. He’d been seventeen and had all the self-restraint of a rabid weasel. Gabriel was sex on legs. He was a dark wind that blew through her. He was the flame and she was the moth.

      If she didn’t find out soon what had happened to Kristina, she would weep. She was too sure, too incredibly lost to Gabriel, to accept that he had hurt her predecessor. It would break her if she was wrong about him. Her heart would not survive it.

      Raven allowed Gabriel to help her from the car. Duncan had pulled over in front of a club, very exclusive by the looks of it. The place was called Bacchus, a familiar enough name for New Orleans, but she didn’t recognize it as anywhere she’d been before. Not surprising. Most of her post-drinking-age adulthood had been spent in a hospital bed.

      “Come on,” Gabriel said, guiding her toward the bouncer.

      “Gabriel, there’s a line. A very long line.”

      “Not for me,” he said.

      The bouncer saw him coming and immediately dropped the rope. “Good evening, Mr. Blakemore. Your VIP room is ready.”

      Gabriel placed his hand on the curve of her back and guided her into the crowded and dimly lit club. “Upstairs.”

      On the way up the metal-and-glass staircase, Raven looked over the railing at a stage that was already set for a live band. “Who’s playing tonight?”

      “Blue Radio.”

      “The Blue Radio?” Raven turned to him excitedly. Blue Radio was one of the most popular groups in the country at the moment. Tickets for their concerts sold out instantly. It was unusual they’d be playing in an intimate venue like this. Even more unbelievable that she was present to hear them. “I love them. I’ve had a thing for them ever since their David Bowie tribute concert.”

      “The owner of this club is a friend of their new manager. No one knows they’re here. Only the fortunate patrons who get in tonight will be lucky enough to see them. Including you.” He winked at her.

      Truly excited now, she followed him to a small room overlooking the stage. His VIP room, she supposed. Dark wood lined in red velvet, the room provided privacy from the hall via a heavy black curtain. Although she could see hundreds of other patrons, she felt secluded here, above it all. A server knocked on the wall beside the curtain before entering and asking if they wanted anything from the bar. She ordered a martini. Gabriel ordered whiskey.

      The drinks hadn’t even arrived yet when Blue Radio took the stage. Along with the rest of the crowd, Raven leaped to her feet. As soon as they began their set, she sang along, swaying to the music.

      “Do you want to dance in the pit?” Gabriel asked her, pointing to the area in front of the stage. “I can get us down there if it pleases you.”

      Raven scanned the crowded dance floor below and shook her head. “No.”

      He laughed. “You’d rather dance up here, alone?”

      She turned to him. “I’m not alone.” She reached for his hand. When their fingers touched, the symbols on her skin came alive. “Anyhow, I’d rather be here with you than down there, worried about someone seeing these.”

      “You plan on touching me then?” he asked.

      Raven became acutely aware of why they’d come here. She was supposed to be asking about Kristina. But for some reason she didn’t want to. She almost didn’t want to know. Everything about tonight was what she wanted, what she had prayed for. An adventure. A piece of the life she’d missed before. The music, the man, the energy of the roaring crowd below them. She didn’t want it to end.

      Somehow she found the strength to say the name. “Kristina.” It came out of her in a burst and caused her eyes to tear.

      He took her hand. “I can see this is a hard limit for you. So let’s get it out of the way.”

      “Just tell me. I have to know what happened. It’s eating me alive.”

      “Come.” He took her hand and led her toward the stairs and then into an employees-only corridor. The music grew louder as they descended a long concrete ramp. By the direction of the sound, Raven thought they must be behind the stage, or under it. Where was he taking her?

      There was a woman in a suit standing at the end of the ramp, her hair bleached white and cropped up the back of her neck. From behind, Raven could tell she had her arms crossed. She was tapping her foot, and the muscles of her shoulders seemed tense.

      When they approached her, she said, “I hope you can appreciate how dangerous this is for me. He will kill me if he ever sees me again.”

      “I know,” Gabriel said. “I am sorry, but I need this of you.”

      The woman turned around. “Which is why I’m here. I owe you one, Gabriel. This is it.”

      Raven squinted, taking in the slope of the woman’s nose and the high cheekbones, the amber eyes. Aside from the cut and color of her hair, she looked exactly like the picture on her father’s mantel.

      “Kristina?”

      “Shhh,” the woman said. “If you want me to tell you anything, you will not use that name, and when you leave here, you will never think of me or look for me again. That name, that person, is dead. Do you understand?”

      Raven narrowed her eyes and nodded.

      “Good.” The woman who had once been Kristina uncrossed her arms and slipped her hands into her suit pockets. “If you need to address me, you can call me Jezebel. I’m Blue Radio’s manager. I’m here for tonight, and then you will never see me again. Understand?”

      “Jezebel,” Raven repeated. “Nice to meet you. I’m Raven.”

      “What do you want to know? You have five minutes,” she said sharply.

      Raven turned to Gabriel. “Can we have a few minutes… alone?” He made a face as if she’d injured him, but with a quick bow of his head, he receded up the ramp and out of sight.

      “Did Gabriel have anything to do with your disappearance?” Raven asked.

      “Of course he did,” she said. “He helped me vanish so my father couldn’t find me and kill me. I’ll spare you the details. All you need to know is my father is abusive and dangerous. Gabriel tried to take me under his wing. I stayed with him for a while, but my father tracked me down. He stalked me endlessly. Did Gabriel tell you my father tried to set Blakemore’s on fire?”

      “No.” Raven frowned.

      “Luckily, dragons have a handle on fire. Gabriel contained the blaze. After that, it was clear the only way I was ever going to be free was to fake my own death. Gabriel got me this job and arranged for my new identity. And he promised to keep my secret until my father’s death. He’s the only one who knows, Raven. I told no one else. Not even Agnes or Richard. I couldn’t risk it. Now you know too. I hope I can count on you to keep your mouth shut.”

      “I won’t say a word.”

      “Three minutes,” Kristina said. “The band is finishing their first set.”

      “Why did you draw my family crest on the library catalog?”

      Her eyes widened. “What’s your family crest?”

      “It’s a twisted version of the tree of life.”

      Kristina hung her head and laughed. “That was the symbol the spirits sent me of the one who would break the curse. I kept asking them who can stand up to Crimson? Who can find a way to bring magic back to the ring? And they kept sending me that symbol.”

      “But what does it mean?”

      “Gabriel doesn’t know this, but the day I sketched that symbol, I came to understand that my being there was keeping the one who could break the curse from his life. If I’d found a way to stay, or taken a job closer to Blakemore’s, I might have been able to keep searching for the cure. But the spirits were adamant that the symbol I’d seen represented the one who must do it. It’s you, Raven. The symbol represented you. You are the only one who can cure what ails his magic.”

      “You mean I will find a spell to break the curse.”

      She shook her head. “You will break the curse and restore the ring. You can’t do one without the other.”

      Raven felt like she’d had the wind knocked out of her. “No. I haven’t practiced magic long enough for that. I can barely untie a knot in a rope. I can’t fight a voodoo priestess. I can’t restore dragon magic to a ring that’s not even from this world.”

      The woman stared at her. “Weren’t you once as good as dead?”

      “I was dying when Gabriel saved me, yes.”

      “Listen up, zombie Barbie. I speak to the dead, and what they are telling me is that you are way more powerful than even Gabriel right now. Your magic is getting stronger while his is getting weaker. I’m not sure what’s up with your little-miss-helpless routine, but you need to have a good look at yourself and admit what you are.”

      What did Kristina want from her? Raven spread her hands. “I know what I am and what I can do. I can absorb magic when I touch it.”

      The woman shook her head. “That’s the icing on the cake, sweetheart. The tree I sketched, I had no idea it was your family tree, but I did know it was someone’s. I traced it back to a woman who was burned at the stake for being a witch in the mid-1700s. If I were a betting woman, I’d bet that you are her descendant. You’re a witch and you have a dragon’s tooth charging you from within. And unless I’m blind, you two are more than boss and employee.”

      Raven blushed.

      “You are capable of saving the man and the dragon. Let yourself go. Stop saying you can’t. Stop putting limits on yourself. If you love him, you’ll try harder. You’ll try anything.”

      “How? Tell me how!”

      “If I knew how, I would’ve done it myself. I can tell you one thing; I doubt very much the answer is in that library of Gabriel’s.”

      “You have to help me. I’m not strong enough to figure this out, but maybe together—”

      “Pssh. Sorry, love. I can’t risk it. I’m supposed to be dead, remember?”

      “But aren’t you bonded to him? Won’t you die when he dies?”

      She shook her head. “Take it from a medium, everyone dies. I’m not the one he needs or the one who can save us.” She glared at Raven for a beat, then turned back toward the stage. “Now, you better go find Gabriel before he gets testy with me for keeping you from him. The way he looked at you, I thought he’d rather kill me than leave you.”

      Raven paused. “I feel the same way.”

      “Then I suggest you tell him so. While you still can.”
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      Gabriel waited near the backstage exit for Raven to return. Would she understand that he could not have revealed Kristina’s secret, even to her? It was not in a dragon’s character to break a promise. Kristina was his friend and his bonded servant. Although he’d freed her from the expectations of the bond for her protection, he would not free himself from his responsibilities to her. He could only hope and pray that Raven would understand that and not be angry with him for hiding it from her all this time.

      He heard her before he saw her. Her footsteps fell rapidly and her heart pounded. Worried, he rounded the corner to meet her. She barreled into him at a full run, and he caught her in his arms and twirled her around to stop her momentum.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      She placed her hands on either side of his face. “You didn’t hurt her.”

      “No.”

      “You set her free.”

      “Yes.” His jaw hardened. “She was no good to me anyway with that father of hers constantly screaming in my face and scaring away my customers.”

      “You are a good man, Gabriel Blakemore.”

      “Dragon. I’m a dragon. You can’t forget that. I’m not safe and I’m not human. I can’t give you that. Not ever. Even if we break the curse.”

      She inhaled and tugged his head toward hers. “Safe is overrated.” Her lips crashed into his as hard as her body had, and he absorbed the impact with pleasure. The dragon enjoyed it too, rousing from its slumber and begging him to claim her, to mark her as his mate. It was instinct, as primal as his need to eat or drink. And it was rare. In Paragon, dragon males outnumbered females eight to one. It was common enough for males to seek sexual release outside their species. But rarely did they bond with them as their mate. Usually it was only about sex.

      Raven was different. She’d always been different. He wanted her. All of her. Her body, her soul, and her heart.

      “Say you will be mine,” he demanded into her lips. “Tell me you accept me as your mate and give yourself to me.”

      She retreated, seeming to fight with herself over the notion.

      “I don’t want to be owned. I won’t be caged.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of caging you. It would be like caging the wind.”

      “But you would own me.” She moved away from him, crossing her arms over her chest.

      He dropped to his knees on the concrete corridor. “Don’t you understand you already own me?”

      “What are you doing? Get up.”

      “You have ruled me since the day I walked into your hospital room. You wicked girl, will we never be equals? Will you keep me at your beck and call, broken under your will until I am no more?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      He tipped his face up to hers, humiliated but helpless to stop the words that tumbled over his lips. “I gave you everything you asked for. Your freedom, my distance, the truth about who I am and what I’ve done.” He pointed toward where Kristina had been. “Still you hold yourself back from me. Hold yourself over me. I am not your lapdog, Raven.”

      “You want me to be yours. To commit to you. But what does that mean? Will you suffocate me? Imprison me?”

      “No.” The word fell bitter from his lips. “Be mine. Trust me. Dragons do not mate lightly, Raven. This isn’t about sex. This is about forever.”

      She gazed down at him, her body trembling, and he wondered how it was he was scaring her when he was the one on his knees, submitting to her will. Placing her hands on his shoulders, she steadied herself. “Yes, Gabriel. Yes.”
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      On his knees in front of her, Gabriel had taken a submissive posture, but Raven knew better than to assume he was harmless. There was a dragon coiled at her feet, a magical entity normally powerful enough to tear her apart. Binding herself to him was as terrifying as it was exciting.

      No sooner had she said yes than his expression turned to hunger. He rose slowly and wrapped an arm around her, pulling her flush against his side. “Come with me,” he whispered in her ear, and the words were seductively smooth and laden with promise.

      Raven thought he would take her back to his VIP room, but instead she found herself swept from the Bacchus and into the atrium of the building next door. All she could hear was the rush of blood in her ears and the pounding realization that she was his. She was bound. And the oddest part was, she wanted to be. Something deep inside her finally felt wholly alive in his arms.

      Gabriel slipped a card into a slot near the elevator and the doors opened. He ushered her inside.

      “What is this place?”

      “I have an apartment here.”

      “You— Why?”

      “I told you the owner of the club next door invited Blue Radio. That is me. I own Bacchus. I keep this place for the times I have responsibilities here and have to stay late.”

      She paused as the elevator doors closed. “You invited Blue Radio here so that I could meet Kristina and know she wasn’t dead.”

      “I couldn’t tell you. I’d promised her. I had to ask her to do it. Thank the Mountain she agreed.” Gabriel pushed her against the wall of the elevator, smoothing his hand along her side, his thumb grazing the bottom of her breast. Raven melted into him, parting her lips as his kiss landed on her mouth. The tangle of tongues and limbs that followed was almost violent. His mouth worked hers, thrusting and stroking against her tongue in a rhythm that was undeniably sexual. She fisted his hips and pulled him against her with all her strength, feeling the hard length of him press into her belly. His mouth was a brand, scorching hot against her lips, her throat, and all she could think was it wasn’t hot enough. She wanted more, everywhere, over every inch of her body.

      The ding of the elevator brought her to her senses. As soon as he whirled off her, Raven smoothed and adjusted her dress. Gabriel gave her a seductive smile and interlaced his fingers in hers. The doors opened. The hall was empty.

      “Thank the Mountain,” he said. “With the size of the erection you’ve given me, I might have frightened someone.”

      Raven ran her fingers along the length that challenged the fly of his jeans. He was hard enough it must have hurt inside the heavy denim. He growled, and then that deep rumbling purr started again. She took it as a challenge, running her fingers along his length again.

      Quickly he keyed into a room to their right. The door wasn’t even closed before he had her in his arms. He swept her off her feet and carried her into the room closest to the door: the kitchen. He lifted her, setting her bottom on the edge of the marble island. She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him again, his heavy purr rattling her mouth, her throat. God, she wanted him, wanted to feel that scorching tongue against her flesh.

      His hot fingers moved like tongues of fire up the outsides of her legs and under her skirt. It reminded her of standing too close to a bonfire. When the flame flickered, it would almost hurt. Her skin prickled beneath his touch but then adapted, wanting, needing more. The throbbing between her legs had become a heavy weight. She needed him to fix it, to end this torturous ache.

      He snapped the sides of the black lace panties and tore them from her body.

      “Oh!” was all Raven could think to say into his mouth. He backed up a step and unbuttoned his shirt. Underneath, his chest was a work of art, all lean, corded muscle, golden peaks, and deep shadows. She reached out and ran the tips of her fingers down his front and over his abs. “I want you, Gabriel. So badly.”

      He looked at her through his lashes as he gently lowered her onto her back on the island and used his folded shirt to cushion her head. The marble was deliciously cold against her hot skin. His hands skimmed along her thighs as his lips trailed from her jaw, along her neck, the mound of her breast, over the thin material of her dress and lower.

      “Gabriel…”

      His lips brushed her inner thigh. She thought she might combust at the feel of his hot breath against her. Reaching for him, her fingertips nestled in the silky strands of his hair.

      “Please, please,” she whimpered. He was so close. She needed him.

      His response was a growl and a warm, wet lap of tongue up her center. She arched and moaned, the tips of her breasts tingling with the electric need that shot up her torso. His purr grew louder, vibrating against her center as his slightly rough tongue darted inside her. His teeth gently grazed her flesh. She gripped the edges of the island, her legs crossed at the ankle behind his back. She was so close to the edge, she bucked her hips, desperate for release. Instead, he slowed, then pulled away.

      “Gabriel, please!” she cried.

      “Say it,” he demanded. There was no misunderstanding what he wanted. It couldn’t have been clearer to her.

      “I am yours,” she said. “All yours. Just yours.”

      The pressure and intensity of his mouth increased along with the vibration of the purr. Sparks of light exploded behind her closed lids. The orgasm took hold of her like the rumble of a passing train. She jackknifed off the marble and released a cry of delight that drew out another possessive growl from Gabriel. Before she’d even come down from the high, he’d swept her off the counter and whirled her through the apartment to the bed. Her dress went flying, and then talons landed on her bra. Talons. Sharp and sinister, the claws had sprouted from his knuckles, his hands becoming something not quite human. He traced the tip of that talon along her belly and drew a sharp, cool line around her nipple.

      “Don’t be afraid. I would never hurt you. Tell me if you want me to stop,” he said.

      She grabbed his wrist and pressed her lips to the side of the sharp appendage that once had been his index finger. “Don’t you dare stop.”

      With him hovering over her, she felt small, dwarfed by his size, but not threatened. There was a part of her, even now, that pictured him on his knees and she knew—knew on a deep, psychological level—that Kristina was right. She was powerful, and right now, she was his equal. She hadn’t meant to do it, but she’d claimed him as hers long before she’d agreed to be his. So as he slid that talon between her breasts and sliced her bra away, she didn’t fear him. She reached between her knees and tugged at his belt.

      Gabriel helped her remove his pants. The sight of him above her was glorious, his erection long and thick, almost intimidating. Almost. She wrapped both hands around him.

      “You wicked, wicked woman,” he hissed through a smile. The noise he made next was more animal than human.

      His wings fanned out over her as he laid her back. “You are mine, Ravenna Tanglewood. I claim you.”

      She met his gaze, her nails digging into his silky hair. “Yes. I am yours.”

      He joined with her then, his arms braced on either side of her head. She closed her eyes and moaned. When she opened them again, Gabriel’s smoldering gaze met hers, his smoky scent the strongest it had ever been. It seemed to sink into her skin.

      “You’re mine, Raven. Mine,” he whispered in her ear.

      She wrapped her arms tighter around his neck as his body moved above her.

      “You’re mine too,” she said breathlessly.

      He didn’t let up. His heat filled her until blissful tongues of fire rushed through her veins. Another release barreled into her. His came on its heels, and the feeling sent her over again, both of them on some sort of blissful ride that wouldn’t end.

      When they finally came back to earth, she was covered in his smoky scent, her heart pounding. And she’d never felt closer to anyone. Her heart was warm and full to overflowing. Gabriel pulled her against his chest and wrapped his wings around them both.

      “I love you, Raven,” he whispered against the back of her neck.

      Raven burrowed her face in his chest. “I love you too,” she whispered.

      He closed his eyes. She stroked the side of his head as he drifted off.

      Funny, Raven wasn’t a bit tired. She thought she could run a marathon. She slid out from between his heavy arms and the shelter of his wing and headed for the shower. With the warm water pouring over her, she assessed her body. Scratches curved along the side of her left breast, teeth marks grazed her throat, and her sex was blissfully sore. She lingered in the hot spray, but nothing seemed to calm the building energy inside her. Antsy and vividly alive, she dried off, then went in search of her dress.

      Gabriel was still asleep, so deeply he didn’t rouse when she passed the bed. Raven scooped up the dress and put in on, relieved it hadn’t been torn. That was saying something, considering her underwear was in ribbons. Oh well, she didn’t need underwear to take a walk. She slipped on her heels, borrowed Gabriel’s apartment key, and left him a note.

      As soon as she emerged from the building, she took a deep breath of night air. Delicious. The city throbbed with energy that crackled around her. She started walking, picking up speed. She weaved between the people on the street.

      Raven broke into a run, her legs loose and strong. The city blocks flew by. Laughing, she pumped her arms, amazed the booties she wore, with their four-inch heels, didn’t even pinch her feet. They felt like athletic shoes, and the way they absorbed her weight, almost as if her feet weren’t completely striking the ground. Like she was flying. This was freedom. This was life unadulterated. Life with no limits.

      She was so caught up in the rush that she didn’t notice the truck backing out of the alley.

      The bumper struck her hip and her body flew. The traffic, the buildings: it all became a silver rush, and then she collided with the pavement and rolled into the opposite curb to the sound of screeching tires.

      Gabriel is going to be pissed, she thought. She’d promised him she’d keep herself safe, and now she was… What was she? She raised her head. The dress was shredded and she wasn’t wearing any underwear. Great. The truck driver was yelling at her to stay still. He was calling 911. Her shoe was missing. Where was her other shoe? Oh, in the middle of the street. She sat up and cracked her neck.

      The truck driver dropped his phone.

      Raven looked down at herself. No blood. No pain. Not even a scratch. She held her hand out to stop traffic and limped across the street, scooping up her other shoe. Ruined, just like the dress. She hoped they weren’t expensive. Who was she kidding? The ruined clothes were the least of her problems. Gabriel was going to be livid.

      “Are you… Are you okay?” The truck driver shouted at her, his hands shaking.

      “Fine!” she yelled back, removing her remaining shoe and running barefoot for Gabriel’s building. “Don’t worry about it.”

      Minutes later, she ignored the stares as she held her dress together as much as possible and walked through the lobby to the elevator. At least she’d kept ahold of the key. She was back in Gabriel’s place before she could cause much more of a stir.

      “I know what you’re going to say, Gabriel, but I’m fine. I didn’t even bump my head.” She turned the corner and stopped dead. He hadn’t moved since she’d left him. Absolutely still, wings limp, he lay in the same position he’d been in when she slipped out of bed hours ago.

      And it didn’t look like he was breathing.
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      “Gabriel! Gabriel!” Raven shook his shoulder. “Breathe!” She lowered her ear to his lips. Shallow but there. “What’s wrong? Gabriel, please, I don’t know what to do.”

      His eyes fluttered. “Richard,” he whispered.

      Raven shook him again. “You want me to call Richard? You need an ambulance!”

      He squeezed her hand and mouthed, Richard.

      She grabbed his phone off the nightstand and used his finger to unlock it. She thanked her lucky stars when Richard’s face popped up in the recent calls list. She tapped the number.

      “O dragon, my dragon! What can I do for you at this late hour?”

      “Richard, it’s Raven. There’s something wrong with Gabriel.”

      “Where are you, darlin’?”

      “Next to a place called the Bacchus. I don’t even know the address.”

      “Never mind. I know where it is. I’m on my way.”

      Raven hung up the phone. “He’s on his way. Stay with me.” He was curled on his side, his knuckles near his lips, pale skin barely darker than the sheets. She couldn’t miss the contrast of his ring. Almost completely black. A deep sense of dread weighed on her. The magic that had protected her, that had filled her with energy—it had come from somewhere, from him. She’d drained him. She’d absorbed his magic without realizing what she was doing. And now he was barely alive.

      She thought about trying to put the energy back where it came from, but she had no idea how to do that. What if she tried and ended up taking more by mistake? No. Richard would know what to do. She removed her hand from Gabriel’s shoulder, afraid to keep touching him.

      “I’m sorry,” she gasped, tears streaming now. “I didn’t mean to.”

      His eyes fluttered again. “Not your fault,” he mumbled. “Curse.”

      Thankfully, it wasn’t long before the door flew open and Richard and Duncan rushed in. Richard took one look at her torn dress and frowned. “Did he do that to you?”

      “No!” she said. “I did this to him.” She gestured toward Gabriel’s motionless form. “I was hit by a car, but I’m fine.”

      Richard’s brows dipped.

      “I’ll explain later. Do something. Help him!”

      “Room,” Gabriel mumbled.

      Richard nodded. “Right away. Duncan, give me a hand.” Duncan slipped his arm under one shoulder and Richard took the other. They stood him up between them.

      “Wait,” Raven said, realizing he was completely naked. She quickly pulled on his boxers. “What about his wings?”

      Gabriel groaned and his wings retracted into his back, completely gone.

      “Quickly. Out the service elevator,” Duncan said. The older man grunted with the effort of helping to carry him.

      Raven held the door. A quick ride down, and Duncan’s car was waiting near the garbage bins at the back of the building. They loaded Gabriel into the back seat with Raven.

      “What is this room he’s asking for?” Raven asked.

      Richard sighed from the passenger’s seat. “Maybe it’s better— I like you a lot, Ravenna, but Mr. Blakemore has secrets I don’t exactly feel it’s my place to divulge.”

      Gabriel’s hand landed on Raven’s. “With.”

      She looked down at his pale hand on top of her own. “It looks like Gabriel wants to share this particular secret with me.”

      Neither Richard nor Duncan said a thing, but they exchanged glances in the front seat. They arrived at Blakemore’s, but Duncan pulled into an alley down the road. A privacy gate opened at the touch of a button, and they drove into a courtyard. Ravenna recognized it as the far end of the one where she’d had breakfast with Gabriel, the one behind Blakemore’s. Duncan parked, and the men helped Gabriel out.

      “Try to remain calm,” Richard said.

      “Do I look like I’m freaking out?” Raven shouted in a tight, high-pitched voice. They led her through the doors opposite the entrance to Blakemore’s. Raven halted. She was standing in a room as big as a warehouse, and it was filled with treasure. Gold coins and loose gemstones, silver urns with gracefully sloping handles, strings of pearls larger than teeth, twinkling chalices, and jeweled goblets. Treasure beyond her wildest dreams was stacked in a heap at the center of the room: a mountain of wealth. There had to be millions of dollars of valuables in that stack. Her jaw dropped.

      Duncan and Richard placed Gabriel on the pile and backed away.

      “What are you doing? You can’t just leave him there.” She rushed forward, but they grabbed her arms and held her back.

      “Wait for it. Trust me, you don’t want to be too close,” Richard said.

      “What’s happening to him?”

      Gabriel’s body started to seize, his back bowing over the treasure. His knees went rigid, then snapped, bending in the opposite direction. Talons sprouted from his knuckles and his toes. His jaw elongated and his skin… his skin tore and stretched until Raven had to look away. There was a series of popping sounds, a wet splat, and then a huff as if someone was operating a massive bellows.

      Raven opened her eyes. The dragon before her was as dark as the man it had once been, with black scales that reflected emerald in the light. Its nose was covered in bony projections, its head dominated by two intimidating horns. The body was long and graceful, ending in a tail barbed with bone. On its back sprang two membranous wings, tiny scales sparkling like diamonds along their frame.

      Raven had known Gabriel was a dragon, but until that moment she had never appreciated what that meant. He was gigantic and terrifying. His teeth were longer than her entire body. Everything about his presence was fierce, overwhelming, monstrous.

      He craned his long neck and lowered his head, placing his chin on the floor in front of her.

      “I think I’ll leave you two alone,” Richard said.

      Duncan gave her a little bow before slipping out after him.

      Trembling, Raven faced the beast that was holding intensely still before her. She took one step, then another. “Gabriel?” The creature’s black eyes trained on her, red and brown flecks glistening in the light.

      She reached out and stroked his nose and then his neck, giving him a scratch behind the ear. He wrapped a wing behind her back and nuzzled her. When he raised his head again, bright green caught her eye. His heart glowed through his chest, the same color as his emerald ring.

      “Does this help you?” she asked.

      He snorted and nudged her shoulder.

      “This is where you go in the afternoons, isn’t it?”

      The massive head bobbed.

      She placed her hands on either side of his snout and kissed his scales. “Rest. Get better.”

      He nudged her again. What did he want?

      She smiled and looked into those giant black eyes. “I am yours, Gabriel, still. And you are mine. Rest. I will be in the library when you wake.”

      He pulled his reptilian lips back and then lifted his head. Like a marine mammal entering water, he slipped into the mountain of treasure and disappeared.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The dragon opened its eyes, safe in its mass of treasure. The vibrations from metal and stone that surrounded him were both soothing and healing to the beast, but it was time for him to leave his sanctuary. His mate was unguarded, somewhere out there in the world, and the desire to protect her was far stronger than his desire to remain safe. It was stronger than any yearning or fear, including the fear of death.

      Gabriel burst from his hoard, naked and in the shape of a man again. He raised his hand. His ring was still dark at the center, but the sliver of green around the edge was larger than before. Not much time left. Two weeks until Mardi Gras. Two weeks to save Raven. He no longer had the luxury of believing he could save himself too.

      He crossed to the bag Richard had left him and dressed in a freshly laundered suit. His phone was in the bottom, charged and tucked inside his shoe. Cradling it in his palm, he sighed. He’d promised himself he would never do this, but he had no choice.

      With a few taps, he dialed a number he hadn’t used in a decade. It rang three times before a click signaled the call had been answered. “To what do I owe the pleasure, brother?”

      Thirty minutes later, Gabriel sauntered into the library to find Raven asleep at the desk, next to a stack of grimoires almost as tall as she was. She’d changed her dress and was wearing sweats and a Hamilton T-shirt that was too big on her. Tiny, she looked tiny against the massive stretch of mahogany beneath her, utterly fragile. It was dark outside again. Late. He must have slept all day.

      “She’s been here since early morning,” Richard said from behind him.

      Gabriel brought his finger to his lips and gestured for Richard to join him in the hall.

      “Let her sleep for a few more minutes,” he said.

      “She said she, uh, drained you.” Richard tugged at one of his ears.

      “She’s mine,” Gabriel said, and even he could hear the smile in his voice.

      “Is that some kind of kinky dragon thing?”

      Gabriel raised an eyebrow. “It means we are mated. Together. Bound physically and spiritually. She gave herself to me.”

      “Oh.” Richard scratched his jaw. “Because it almost seemed like she came close to killing you.”

      Gabriel pointed a knuckle at him. “She absorbs magic. I should have anticipated that. It wasn’t her fault.”

      “Still, maybe you two should, you know, take precautions in the future. Like, um, avoid having her absorb your energy until we fix this thing with your ring.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “It’s just, you know, the look in your eyes is something I haven’t seen before. I know you want to be with her again, but that would be dangerous. You were out of commission for two days.”

      “Two—” Gabriel looked at his phone again. Richard was right. He thought he’d slept twelve hours. It had been thirty-six. “Fuck.”

      “Exactly what I think you should avoid for now.”

      He sighed. “I’ll find a way to fix this.”

      “There’s something else.”

      “Why do I have a feeling I’m not going to like it?”

      Richard pulled out his phone and tapped the screen. A YouTube video played. Raven, dressed in the blue dress he’d bought her, flew across the highway and slammed into the curb. She slapped the cement like a rag doll, and for a moment Gabriel couldn’t breathe. That fall would have snapped the bones of any human. But then he remembered she was uninjured in the next room. Sure enough, she sat up in the street, her blue dress shredded but not a single drop of blood or an abrasion on her.

      “Thank the Mountain my power protected her.”

      Richard rubbed his forehead. “You might want to ask the Mountain for a few more favors Gabriel, because the internet is lighting up over this. It’s already been shared 1.5 million times. Everyone is out looking for the real Wonder Woman.”

      “Has anyone recognized her?”

      “Not yet. Luckily the angle was bad and the recording is shaky.”

      “Let’s hope that luck holds out. None of us needs the type of scrutiny this would bring upon her.”

      “That’s what you’re concerned about? Not that Raven is newly immortal and you’re running on fumes?”

      Gabriel swatted the idea away. “I’m relieved she was able to protect herself.”

      “Okay,” Richard drawled. “That’s all I have for you. The mail’s on your desk, and Agnes is closing up shop. Good luck with the—” He made his hands dance around each other. “Oh hell, just good luck. Remember, you are playing with all our lives.”

      He turned on his heel and jogged down the stairs toward the back entrance.

      “He’s right, you know.”

      Gabriel whirled to find Raven standing beside him.

      “We can never do that again. I almost killed you.”

      Forcing a confident smile, he said. “Never say never. I’m not ready for that to be our last night together.”

      She smoothed her black curls behind her ears. “I’m not ready to watch you die again.”

      “I wasn’t dead.” He moved closer to her.

      “I could barely feel your heartbeat.”

      “I have an idea, Raven.”

      “I’d love to hear it. I’ve been combing through that library for two days straight and have yet to come up with a single lead.”

      “That’s because there isn’t a single book in that room that contains any information on how my ring was made. There’s only one place where that magic exists.”

      “Paragon,” Raven said.

      “Paragon. Unless Brynhoff has moved it, there is a copy of my mother’s book of magic in the palace library. If I take you to Paragon and get you to her book, you can absorb her magic. You won’t have to break the curse. You can make me an entirely new ring.”

      “I thought you said you couldn’t go back there. You said there’s a price on your head.”

      “Yes, but Paragon has a masked festival this time of year. It’s similar to Mardi Gras actually, but exists to celebrate the Goddess of the Mountain. In a few days, everyone will be wearing masks. We can slip in and get you to the book.”

      She contemplated the idea. “But if you need a ring to stay here, won’t I need one to go there? Won’t the atmosphere kill me?”

      “I was worried about that at first. I would never have thought to do this if it wasn’t for last night. I mean, two nights ago. You absorbed dragon magic from me and it made you stronger. Paragon is made of dragon magic. I do not think you are in any danger, although if you start experiencing any symptoms, we will leave immediately.”

      “You want me to go to Paragon.” She placed a fist on her hip. “Where we will be in danger of being murdered if anyone figures out who you are.”

      “Yes.”

      She shook her head and laughed, her eyes twinkling. “When do we leave?”
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      Raven had never been so relieved. Gabriel was back to normal, as normal as a man who turned into a dragon could be. Considering she’d been afraid she’d killed him—death by sex—it was a weight off her shoulders to have him back to his old self. Only, the clock was still ticking. Crimson’s curse was still eating its way through Gabriel’s magic, and Mardi Gras was now less than two weeks away.

      She prayed that Paragon would provide the answers they needed.

      She stumbled through the door to her apartment above the Three Sisters and came up short. Both her mother and Avery were waiting at the kitchen table. The looks they gave her were so sharp they hurt.

      “It’s late,” her mother pointed out.

      “Again,” Avery said.

      “On a Sunday night.” Her mother sipped from the glass of sweet tea in front of her and looked at Raven out of the corner of her eye.

      Raven scowled. “You don’t have to wait up for me.” The shifting and head rubbing that ensued told her that was nowhere near what was going on. “Has something happened?”

      “We know you’re sleeping with your boss, and we are very concerned,” Avery said. “We’re here to talk some sense into you.”

      “First of all, none of your business.” The red tide of anger swirling in Raven made her ears hot. “Second, yes, Gabriel and I are a couple. I’m an adult; he’s an adult. Why in the world would you have a problem with him? A couple of weeks ago you were telling me he was New Orleans’s most eligible bachelor.”

      Avery reached over the table and grabbed something off the chair next to her. She held up the torn blue dress. “What kind of sick shit is he into? Did he hurt you?”

      Raven laughed. “Oh my god, seriously? No. Gabriel did not do that. He would never hurt me.”

      “Then what happened to it?” her mother asked, still unconvinced.

      Raven crossed into the kitchen and started pouring herself a glass of water while she thought of a suitable lie. “It was run over by a car. I dropped it in the street while it was still in the bag. He bought the dress for me. I felt bad about it.” She raised her shoulders to her ears and sighed. “Gabriel and I are getting serious. In fact, I might be staying overnight there on a more regular basis.”

      The two looked at each other, her mother wringing her hands atop the table.

      “Oh, come on! I am twenty-three years old. I’ve been sick the majority of my adult life. And now I have someone I love, who loves me in return, and you guys are going to give me a hard time about it?”

      “You’re in love? Really?” Avery’s voice was soft now, warm. Her eyes twinkled.

      Although the words had tumbled from her lips before she realized what she was saying, Raven’s mind turned them over and over. In some ways, it seemed like the bond between her and Gabriel was stronger than love. But it was important to say these things. It was important to know these things. And she was in love. Truly.

      “Well, Raven? Are you in love, really in love? Not just saying that?”

      “Yes. I’m in love,” she replied, absolutely sure. “And honestly I feel like this is the one. My last and final love. The man I’ll spend the rest of my life with.”

      That made her mother smile and Avery right along with her. Her mother rose from the table and pulled her into a hug. “Then I guess our work here is done.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      She had to force herself to sleep. Raven had the strongest desire to go back to Blakemore’s and climb into bed beside Gabriel. Unfortunately, that was a bad idea for a number of reasons. First, she wasn’t sure how her power worked. Could she drain him in his sleep simply by touching him? Second, she needed her rest. She couldn’t learn to control her power if she was falling asleep at her desk. She needed to be sharp.

      In the morning though, she dressed in record time and treated herself to the breakfast her mother had whipped up before she left for work: scrambled eggs with spinach, onion and mushroom, bacon, and fresh fruit. Raven couldn’t remember the last time she’d been this hungry, but then she hadn’t eaten much since she drained Gabriel. She’d been too concerned for his welfare to eat. She made up for it now, stuffing herself.

      “My god, where are you putting it all?” Avery asked, when she saw what little was left in the pan. Raven had eaten enough for three people. “Are you storing it in baggies for later?”

      “I was hungry,” Raven said, then added the excuse her father used to use when they gorged themselves at the table as kids. “Growing girl.”

      “That’s the truth,” Avery said. “I’ve never seen anyone’s hair grow so fast. It’s down to your shoulders already.”

      Raven crossed the kitchen to check out her reflection in the hall mirror. Using her fingers, she combed her hair into a ponytail and fastened it with an elastic. Silky and strong. She knew the new growth wasn’t natural, but the last thing she wanted to do was cut it.

      “I think it’s just the curl straightening,” she said. “It was tighter before, but the weight of the length is making it appear longer than it is.”

      “What?” Avery asked.

      Raven chuckled. “Hair can only grow so fast, Avery. What other explanation could there be?” Digging in her closet, Raven found a backpack and put in a few outfits. She wasn’t sure when they were going to Paragon, but she decided it was better to be ready than to end up somewhere without underwear again.

      The ding of her phone told her Duncan was waiting downstairs. “My ride’s here. See you later.” She kissed her sister on the cheek and headed for the door.

      “Wait, Raven!” She turned around to find Avery holding a fancy envelope. “This came for you yesterday. I forgot to give it to you last night.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You know what that is, don’t you?”

      She shrugged. “Wedding invitation?”

      Avery laughed and shook her head. “Look at the seal.”

      Raven turned it over. “Krewe Prometheus.”

      Prometheus was one of the newer krewes, the New Orleans term for an organization that sponsored a parade or ball during the carnival season, newer than Bacchus, Rex, or even Orpheus. She didn’t know much about them. She smiled. There was only one person who could be responsible for this invitation: Gabriel. He was the only one she knew who was rich and important enough to be invited to something like this.

      Raven carefully opened the square envelope and slid an expertly folded piece of card stock from the interior. It fanned out into a lacy, three-paneled die-cut work of art. Raven cleared her throat and read, “Krewe Prometheus commands your presence at a masquerade ball at the Emperor’s Palace on Saturday, February tenth.”

      Raven’s eyebrows shot up and her chin dropped as she looked back at Avery. Being invited to a krewe ball was a huge deal. None of them had ever scored an invitation before.

      Avery cracked a slow, lopsided grin. “Looks like you’re going to the ball, Cinderella!”
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      Raven raced into Blakemore’s and headed straight toward Gabriel’s office. The entire ride over she could think of only two things: telling him she loved him again and asking him about Krewe Prometheus. But when she rounded the corner and barged through the heavy wooden door, Gabriel wasn’t there. Someone else was, leaning up against the antique desk. A blond man, tall and narrow, with eyes a blue that reminded her of deep water. He flashed a smile that could send any red-blooded woman to her knees. Under the shiny, refined exterior, the smoky scent of dragon seeped from the man and coated the back of Raven’s throat. The smell was similar to Gabriel’s scent but different. Almost cloying.

      She covered her nose with the back of her hand. “Have you seen Gabriel?”

      “You must be Ravenna,” he said.

      She knew one thing for sure: he wasn’t from New Orleans. His accent was Midwestern with a hint of that same exotic quality Gabriel’s had.

      “How do you know who I am?”

      “Aside from the fact that you are covering your nose because as a mated female, my scent is repulsive to you, my brother cannot stop talking about you. I could probably mold you from clay after our conversation this morning.”

      “You’re Gabriel’s brother?” Only then did she notice the ring on his finger, a sapphire roughly the size of Louisiana. His was square-cut and sunk into a thick platinum band that made the stone unapologetically masculine.

      He bowed formally and extended his hand. “Tobias. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      She raised her hand to shake his but was met with a growl that rattled her bones. Before she came close to touching Tobias, she was swept off her feet and placed behind Gabriel, who crouched and bared his teeth. She’d never seen him like this. Even in the form of a dragon, he hadn’t looked this deadly.

      “You invited me here, Gabriel. Remember?” Tobias raised his long, tapered fingers defensively. A vigorous laugh rumbled from his chest. “I was simply introducing myself in the human fashion. I will not touch her without your permission.”

      Raven stroked her hand over Gabriel’s back. “It’s good to see you,” she whispered. It was more than good. She felt a physical lightness in his presence, and for a split second, they were the only two people in the world. Gabriel turned to her, and she smiled from the deepest part of herself. When his face softened, she kissed him squarely on the lips.

      Tobias cleared his throat. “Now that we’ve cleared that up, should we talk about why I’m here? I didn’t leave my patients in Chicago to watch you two smooch. What’s the emergency?”

      Gabriel motioned for his brother to take a seat in one of the two chairs in front of the desk. “Tobias is a pediatric heart surgeon at Northwestern in Chicago. We lost touch in the beginning. All of us did, before the age of cell phones. But Tobias and I reunited a few decades ago.”

      “Reunited is a stretch. We bumped into each other at a Sotheby’s auction when we were both bidding on the same Kerry James Marshall painting.”

      Gabriel sighed. “The one that got away.” He dragged the second guest chair to his side of the desk before Raven could sit in it.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      Tobias chuckled. “Mated male dragon. He doesn’t want you to sit next to me. He’s afraid our pinkies might bump.”

      Gabriel growled. Raven squeezed his hand. “It’s okay. I’ll sit with you. I’m right here.”

      Tobias rolled his eyes.

      “Seriously, what is this all about?”

      “I’m dying, Tobias.” The room grew quiet enough that Raven could hear herself breathe. “A local witch cursed my ring. If I don’t break the curse, I will run out of protective magic by Mardi Gras.”

      “Fucking witches. Do you need me to help you deal with her?”

      “Not exactly.” Gabriel leaned back in his chair, his fingers still threaded with Raven’s. “It is too dangerous for us to attack the witch herself. She’s too powerful and too careful. But Raven is more than my mate. She can absorb magic.”

      Tobias’s eyes locked onto her, and then he was out of his chair and across the room. “She’s a witch. You mated a witch.”

      Gabriel flattened his lips into a straight line. “Yes. Although I’m not sure witch is the right word for what she can do. Sorceress, maybe.”

      “Under Paragonian law, I would be expected to kill both of you. This is an abomination.”

      “We’re not in Paragon,” Gabriel said. “And she is not the type of witch the law was written for. She is not from our world.”

      Tobias paced the office a few laps but eventually returned to his seat. “What do you want from me?”

      “I believe that if Raven is given access to mother’s grimoire, she can absorb her magic and replace my ring. Although the curse will not be broken, it won’t matter. I’ll have a new ring.”

      “But Mother’s grimoire is in—”

      “Paragon, yes.”

      Tobias laughed louder. “You must be joking. You want me to help you return to the world where our mad uncle wants us dead, to raid a heavily guarded palace and find our murdered mother’s grimoire, all so that a witch, in a forbidden mated relationship with you, can steal our mother’s magic and use it to make you a new ring?”

      “Yes.”

      Tobias rose. “I’m sorry you are dying, Gabriel, but the curse has gone to your head. I cannot help you.” He turned to leave.

      “I would owe you,” Raven blurted. He turned to look at her. “I can absorb any magic. There must be something you want that you can’t do for yourself. Maybe I can help you in return.”

      The muscles in his jaw tensed. She’d struck a nerve. “Can you heal?”

      She licked her lips. She wasn’t sure. She’d never tried it before. “If you give me the spells, I am sure I can wield them.”

      Gabriel flattened his hand on the desk. “If it’s healing you want, I have Maiara’s amulet. I will lend it to you.”

      The look Tobias gave him might have cut through iron. “You recovered it?”

      “I did.”

      Raven had no idea what they were talking about, but it didn’t seem the time to ask.

      Gabriel sensed her confusion and explained. “Maiara was an indigenous guide four of us befriended in the early days. She helped find a place for each of us to settle in what is now the United States. She left her amulet to our brother Alexander before she was taken and killed by a warring tribe. But when her people recovered her body, they took it from him and burned her with it. I recovered it from her ashes, but by that time Alexander had left our group and has never been found. I’ve had it ever since.”

      “You don’t know where he is? Even now?” Raven asked.

      Gabriel’s eyebrows rose. “We don’t know where five of our siblings are.”

      “Our mother ordered us to remain separate. We came here in 1698. All eight of us arrived in Crete. Mother left us a message to spread out across the globe. Four of us migrated north. We assume they are still in Europe somewhere. The other four came to the New World. But we lost track of Alexander. Only Gabriel, Rowan, and I keep in touch at all.”

      “Rowan?” She looked toward Gabriel.

      “Our one and only sister.”

      “Oh.”

      Gabriel glared at Tobias. “The amulet for your help. I would do it myself, but with the curse as far along as it is, I’m not strong enough to hold open the portal.”

      Tobias leaned forward, cupping his face in his hands. “This is suicide.”

      “Just get us there, brother. I’ll do the rest. You can stay safely outside the city. If something happens to us, you can flee.”

      The way Tobias rubbed his palms on his thighs, Raven thought he must be a dragon at war with himself. His fear was unsettling. Going to Paragon was a risk, she knew, but clearly it was even more dangerous than Gabriel had led her to believe.

      “Tell me again why you can’t go after the witch who did this to you? Have Raven absorb her magic and break the curse?” Tobias said through tight lips.

      Raven frowned. “I tried that. The curse Crimson has placed on this ring isn’t normal magic. It is the absence of magic. It’s a black hole, a spreading nothingness. When I shook her hand, it was more of the same. She was hollow, for lack of a better word. I don’t know how she’s doing it, but I can’t absorb it. It’s just not there.”

      “So, what you are saying is I am your last resort.”

      “Yes,” Gabriel agreed.

      “Would you give me Raven in exchange?”

      Raven’s eyes widened. She felt Gabriel tense beside her, his magic gathering like a storm around him. If looks could kill, Tobias would be writhing on the floor. By the smug look on his face, Tobias knew exactly what he was doing. Raven glared at him.

      “If I let you have Raven, there would be no reason for me to live. I’d let the curse have me.”

      Her blood ran cold. The admission broke her heart.

      “What about you?” Tobias asked Raven. “If I asked you to leave him in order to save him, would you do it?”

      Tears gathered in her eyes. “You’re an asshole.”

      “Answer the question.”

      “Yes.” The word came out like a croak. “It’s more important that he lives.”

      Gabriel growled.

      “Relax, brother. I apologize. My comment was in bad taste. It was a test to see if this mating was both real and mutual. All I want is the amulet and I will help you.”

      Beside her, Gabriel’s muscles relaxed.

      Raven wasn’t satisfied. “Why would you question the mating bond? After the chair and Gabriel almost flying across the desk every time you look in my direction, I would think it was obvious.”

      “Obvious that he’s bonded to you, not the other way around. Our compulsions don’t work on witches. I needed to know you are invested.” Tobias blinked.

      “I’m invested,” she snapped. She tucked herself into Gabriel’s side. “When do we go?”

      “I would recommend today,” Tobias said. “Time in Paragon flows at a different pace than here. We will lose Earth days on this mission, if we are lucky enough to keep our heads attached to our shoulders. If we’re going to do this, we get in, have you touch Mother’s book of spells, and then get you out as quickly as possible.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Raven said.

      Tobias turned his attention on Gabriel. “She’ll need something to wear and a bit of cosmetic enhancement to pass as a Paragonian.”

      “I packed a few outfits.” She pointed at the bag. “What’s the weather like there?”

      Both dragons looked at her as if she was out of her mind. “Any clothing made here would stand out, I’m afraid.” Gabriel’s fingers tapped beside her, and she stopped them with her own. “I have one of Rowan’s dresses in a trunk upstairs. She left it with me. She couldn’t bear to look at it.”

      Tobias lowered his chin and gave Gabriel a hard look, but neither said a word.

      “Enough talk, let’s get on with it,” Gabriel said.

      Tobias adjusted the sapphire ring on his finger and rose from his chair, a wicked half smile twisting the corner of his mouth. “Would you like me to help Raven get dressed?”

      Another feral growl escaped Gabriel’s chest.

      Tobias grinned at her and laughed under his breath. “It never gets old.”
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      Every part of Gabriel’s body was crawling with the need to shift. With his ring’s power diminished, the beast was always at the surface, and it didn’t help that Raven’s beauty seemed to be growing exponentially by the minute. If Tobias kept looking at her, Gabriel was going to gouge his brother’s eyes out with a spoon.

      Some logical part of him recognized that this was his mating instinct kicking in. She had finally given herself to him. She was his. When a dragon came upon something of exceptional value, they guarded it with everything they had: mind, body, soul, and magic. He wouldn’t hesitate to injure his own brother to protect her.

      Fucking Tobias. This particular brother always did have the face of an angel. Human women flocked to the man, and unlike Gabriel, Tobias had developed a taste for the species. He’d had a few long-term relationships over the decades, although he admitted to Gabriel that he’d never revealed his true nature to anyone. He’d never trusted anyone enough. Yeah, if he looked at Raven again, Gabriel would punch him in the balls.

      “How do I look?” Raven asked. She emerged from the bathroom dressed in his sister’s gown. It was red, perfect for Pyre Night. Tight around the waist and flaring from the top of her hips to the floor, gauzy material covered her breasts and gathered at the base of her spine where it flowed like a train behind her. The dress was backless to allow for wings that his love didn’t have. She carried the matching elbow-length gloves in her hand.

      “You look stunning,” he said. His tapping fingers and crawling insides stilled. With everything he was, he focused on her. “One more detail.” He grabbed the box he’d fetched from storage and opened it. The red ruby inside was the color of blood and as big as his thumb. He removed it from the box and tied the gauzy strip of fabric it was attached to around her neck.

      She touched it lightly with her fingers. “Thank you. It’s lovely. And… big.”

      “It’s from Paragon.” How did he explain to her that jewels there were part of the landscape? He’d have to let her see for herself.

      “I have a mask for you too, for Pyre Night.”

      “What’s Pyre Night?”

      “A celebration of renewal in honor of the Goddess of the Mountain. At the end of our Paragonian year, the citizens of Paragon remove old or worn things from their homes, things they don’t want anymore, and burn them in the streets. They wear masks to hide their identities, lest someone see the sadness of releasing old things or be offended that they are purging themselves of a past gift or a shared remembrance. It’s a popular holiday, similar to New Year’s Eve here.”

      “It sounds exciting.” Raven lifted the skirt of the red dress and watched it flutter out from her legs before settling around her feet. “I know what you and Tobias meant now about the difference in clothing. This material is as light as spiderwebs. It’s like wearing a whisper.”

      He grinned at that. “It’s called vilt. This material was woven from the nests of vilt worms that are about the size of your cattle. We raise them for this.”

      “Like silk.”

      “No. Not exactly. Silkworms in your realm are destroyed in the making of silk. Vilt worms are cherished. They spin the nest and the nest is used for the cloth, but the vilt worm lives on. They can live thirty years or more if cared for properly. It’s one of our top industries.”

      “You talk about Paragon like you still consider it your home. After three hundred years of exile, you still used ‘our.’”

      Gabriel ruminated on the notion. “I suppose it will always be my home in a way. I know we are going back there for a specific purpose, Raven, but I can’t pretend I am not excited to show you where I come from.”

      “I’m excited to see it.” She took his hand. “You look very handsome, by the way, in your costume de rigueur. I love the sash. It’s different from the human version but equally as sexy.”

      “You find me sexy?” He pulled her against him and kissed her, her red lipstick smearing beneath the pressure and intensity. She didn’t complain or try to stop him. Her body melted into his, and the scent of her arousal was a brand upon his heart. He knew she could drain him within an inch of his life, and still he was ready to mount her. Death be damned.

      “Are you two ready?” Tobias said from the door. “We are wasting daylight.”

      Gabriel pulled back, panting.

      “Give me a minute to freshen up,” Raven said, ducking into the bathroom.

      Gabriel wiped his mouth, his fingers coming away red. He walked into the kitchen and wet a towel to clean up.

      “Are you sure about this, Gabriel? You know it is dangerous, for all of us.” Tobias leaned against the counter and crossed his arms.

      “There’s no other way.”

      “I’m concerned. You are newly mated. That makes you volatile. Whatever you do, no matter what happens, you cannot reveal yourself for who you are. That would be disastrous.”

      “I’m not an idiot, Tobias.” Gabriel tossed the towel on the counter.

      “No. You’re a dragon with a permanent hard-on for his female.”

      “I’m ready,” Raven said, emerging from the bathroom and looking as radiant as he’d ever seen her.

      Tobias slipped on his mask, silver with gold flames that gave his face the qualities of a bird, elongating his nose and bringing out the burnished quality of his blond hair. Gabriel donned his as well, a classic black with gold details. Raven’s was red leather, and when she tied it on, Gabriel’s cock twitched at the thought of her wearing it while he was inside her.

      Tobias’s hand landed on his arm. “Ready, brother?”

      “Ready.”

      They each hooked an arm through Raven’s, Gabriel suppressing his aggression at Tobias’s touching her. It was strictly necessary in this instance. Then Tobias raised his ring and drew a large sapphire circle in the air.

      And the way was opened.
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      When Tobias circled his ring, Raven saw the resulting magic as if someone had crossed two live wires. There was a crack, a rumble and hiss, followed by a blinding flash of blue. The room ripped down the middle as easily as tearing a sheet of paper. The edges curled, reality rolling in on itself. At last, everything around her changed.

      The world had become a tropical jungle at twilight. It felt like New Orleans in August, hot and humid, like you could wear the air as a blanket. But she could breathe normally. The environment wasn’t killing her. That was a good sign.

      “Welcome to Paragon,” Gabriel said. His smile was brighter than the sun—the two suns, now that she did a double take—currently setting on the horizon.

      “Gabriel, your ring!” It was solid green again. Vibrant.

      “I don’t need its magic here. Not in the same way. Don’t be fooled. The curse will return as soon as we do.”

      “This is where we part ways,” Tobias said. “I will wait here for your return, as agreed. You have twenty-four hours. If you are not back by then, I’ll assume you’ve been found and leave without you.”

      Gabriel nodded.

      “Overflowing with brotherly love.” Raven sneered, but Tobias didn’t seem to notice.

      Gabriel chuckled and pointed at the red, rocky mountain in the distance. Smoke bloomed from the top. The volcano was active. “The Obsidian Palace is built into the side of the mountain. We will have to journey through Hobble Glen to get there. It isn’t far.”

      “It looks like the goddess isn’t happy with the current administration,” Tobias said, thrusting his chin toward the mountain.

      Gabriel’s expression went flat. “The law is the law.” He offered Raven his arm.

      She slipped her hand inside the crook of his elbow, and they started down the path toward Hobble Glen. The village in the distance was different from any human town Raven had visited. At first she thought the rustic cottages looked almost medieval with their slate roofs and stone masonry. But as they neared, her higher elevation gave her a bird’s-eye view. The cottages lined both sides of a network of streets that branched out in a circular pattern from what looked like a central square. She got the impression of standing on the outer edge of a pie.

      The volcano rumbled ominously behind the backdrop of the quaint village.

      “What did you mean when you said ‘the law is the law’?” she asked.

      “Do you remember me telling you that our traditions are based on a law handed down from the mountain goddess at the beginning of time?”

      “I remember.”

      “According to our holy scrolls, no ruler may remain on the throne for more than two thousand years. Brynhoff broke that law when he murdered my brother and forced us into exile. The goddess is angry. That”—he pointed at the billowing smoke from the volcano—“is a warning. Tobias and I have never seen the volcano active. If it erupts, Paragon will be consumed.”

      Great, Raven thought. One more thing that might kill us.

      They descended into the valley. She was thankful that Paragonian fashion called for soft leather slippers and not high heels. She would never have been able to navigate the terrain in human footwear. These shoes were made for comfort and for walking, as was the dress, it turned out. The material provided its own air-conditioning, billowing around her legs and causing a faint breeze to caress her body under its folds. That was necessary in the heat. It had to be ninety degrees.

      Gabriel tried to teach her about the plants and fauna lining the trail, but she couldn’t hold it all in her head. He claimed a yellow fruit they came across tasted like oysters and pointed out a small rodent with four sets of ears. There were green plants with tiny spiky leaves Gabriel said were used as weapons and others whose foliage could be used as an umbrella. Everything, including the flowers, was new, if not outright bizarre—both fascinating and overwhelming.

      Things only got stranger when they broke from the jungle and Raven saw the village of Hobble Glen up close. Truly, it was something out of a fairy tale. Each of the stone cottages was decorated with gemstone walkways and ornate doorways that made use of wood, stone, and metal. Electric lights were strung over the street, and a fountain bubbled at the center of the square in the distance. A motorized vehicle that looked more like a horseless carriage than a modern car zipped along the road behind them.

      Gabriel pointed to one of the cottages. “The front doors are important. Paragonian families use them as a sort of crest. When there is a marriage, an element of each family’s door is incorporated into the door of the newlywed couple. The patterns become extremely complex over time. No two are the same.”

      “The craftsmanship is incredible. And the jewels! They must cost a fortune.”

      “The craftsmanship isn’t cheap, but gems are ubiquitous here. You can purchase a raw sapphire for the same amount as a gallon of milk in your world.”

      Raven’s mouth gaped. “Truly?”

      Gabriel kicked the dirt. “There are rubies here.”

      Raven gawked at the twinkling spots of red in the dirt. She cursed. “And all this time, I thought this gem hanging around my neck was priceless.”

      He chuckled. “Oh, it is. Not because it’s a ruby, but because it is enchanted with an illusion charm. It provided my sister with unparalleled beauty. It is making you appear Paragonian.”

      “What does that mean? You look the same.”

      He turned around and ran a hand up the nape of his neck. Three V-shaped ridges rose along the top of his spine. He turned back to face her and removed his mask, pointing at his right eye. There was now a pattern of darkened skin curving in a double crescent near his temple.

      “You hide them?”

      “On Earth, yes. Although to be fair, your kind frequently alters their appearance in strange and unusual ways. I doubt I’d get a second look in this form.”

      “And because of this, I have them too?” She touched the stone.

      He smiled. “Yes. It will also allow you to understand our language. Thankfully, my sister added that particular enchantment so that she could eavesdrop on the elves at Marius’s coronation.”

      Raven desperately wished she had a mirror to see what the markings looked like on her face. They strolled closer to the central fountain in the circular city. As Gabriel had mentioned, Pyre Night was well underway. Fires burned in the streets, surrounded by revelers. Gabriel greeted people as they passed, smiling beneath his mask. Raven did the same.

      “What do people usually burn?”

      Gabriel placed his hand on her back, taking advantage of the dress’s low back to run his thumb along her spine. “Old clothing. Expired food. Broken things. Sometimes pets.”

      “Pets?”

      “Ones who have died recently. It’s a way to send their souls back to the Mountain.”

      “And the mountain is like a god?”

      “The Mountain is our goddess. She is the mother of all dragons. We come from the stone. That’s why each of my brothers and I have a ring like this that houses our power. This is where we come from and where we go if we are killed.”

      “This isn’t what I expected.” Raven shook her head as they entered the throng.

      “Oh?”

      “I thought everyone would, um, be like you were in your special room.” She didn’t want to come out and say “shifted” or “dragon” in case someone was listening.

      He smiled. “Actually, this is the form we live our lives in,” he whispered. “Our other form is for extreme circumstances: battle, some kinds of magic, breeding.”

      Her eyebrows shot up at the word breeding. Did that mean Gabriel couldn’t have children except with another dragon? She was distracted by the thought when she noticed men looking at her. A lot of men. She tugged at Gabriel’s arm. “I think there’s something wrong with my illusion.”

      He laughed. “Females are rare here, and you are as beautiful as they come.” He pulled her to his side. “Would you like to try tribiscal wine?”

      “There’s wine?”

      “The best in the five kingdoms. Come, let me get you a taste.” He stopped at a cottage with a sign that read The Silver Sunset Inn. The place was charming, bustling with people sitting at long wooden tables covered in candles. Gabriel bellied up to the bar and drew out a purse full of coins from his pocket. Gold coins. He held up two fingers to the bartender, and they exchanged a few words. Gabriel paid and the man slid two frosty beer glasses across the bar, filled with a dark purple beverage.

      “Try this,” he said, handing her one.

      She tentatively took a sip. “Delicious. It tastes like sunlight.”

      “The tribiscal fruit only grows at the top of the mountain, closest to the sun.”

      She drank a little more. “Mmm.”

      Gabriel moved in close. “Will you excuse me for a moment? I’d like to ask a few questions of the people here. I haven’t been to Paragon in three hundred years, and it might be wise for me to know more about what we’re walking into.”

      She nodded. “Good idea.” She watched him navigate the tables and sit down beside a heavyset male.

      “Are you here alone, my dove?” a male asked from beside her. He was too close, his eyes fixated on her as if she were something to eat.

      “No,” she said, smoothing the hair over her ear. “Excuse me.” She stepped away from the bar, looking for Gabriel. He was engaged in a heated conversation. Another set of eyes caught hers, and a third male started for her from across the bar. Damn. She felt like a sausage thrown into a dog kennel. She sipped her drink and turned on her heel, slipping out the door and into the street where she hoped to blend into the crowd until Gabriel was finished.

      The fires were raging now. To her right, a man in a mask threw a box onto one of the large pyres that burned every few yards down this stretch of street. He was laughing hard enough that tears streamed out the bottom of his mask. His buddy kicked the box deeper into the flames and handed him a drink. Everyone was purging their belongings, laughing or crying as the blaze consumed their offerings.

      Her head swam a little from the wine and she slowed down. It wouldn’t do to be drunk when she was trying to absorb the queen’s magic.

      The door to the bar opened behind her and one of the men stumbled out, raising a finger. “Miss, a moment of your time.”

      She pretended not to hear him and crossed the street, looking for someplace to hide until Gabriel was done. She glanced up to find a cauldron-shaped sign hanging above her head. She swaggered to the entrance. The sign had no name written on it, but wasn’t the cauldron a universal sign for magic? As she neared the door, she thought it must be. An enchanting odor called to her as strongly as Cinnabons across a crowded mall. It smelled of metal and lavender and coated the back of her throat like a milkshake. This was where she needed to be.

      She took another sip of wine and entered. Once inside, she spun around and looked back toward the Silver Sunset. The man was still standing outside the door. He hadn’t followed. Good.

      Shifting back and forth on her feet, she blinked rapidly in the dim light. The place was crowded with statues, amulets, dried plants and fruits. Symbols lined the walls, and a fire burned under a cauldron at the center of the room. It was the cauldron that was emitting the wonderful smell. She staggered toward it and inhaled deeply.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” a low, undeniably female voice said.

      Raven roamed deeper into the shop. “Hello?”

      “It is considered bad luck for a female to be in my shop. They say if you stay too long, the magic will render you barren.”

      “What happens to the men?” Raven asked. A hiccup parted her lips, and she laughed aloud.

      Shifting skirts came from her left, and then a figure broke from shadow into light. The figure was humanoid but not human. Not dragon either. Her exposed skin was dark purple and scarred in a pattern of swirls that Raven found only half as intriguing as the gossamer wings that protruded from her back. The wings were the same pearlescent silver as her eyes. With a sharp nose and a shock of silver hair, the female looked beautiful but dangerous, like a poisonous spider or a venomous reptile.

      “You should not be here.”

      “You said that. But just so you know, I’m already barren. Chemotherapy fried all my eggs.” She hiccupped again and swayed on her feet. Okay, she was definitely drunk. What was in this stuff?

      The purple female’s eyes narrowed. “Why are you here?”

      “Honestly, I smelled what you were cooking and wanted to find out what it was. Whatever you’re brewing smells delishhhhhious.”

      In a flash, Raven’s back was shoved against the shelves. A silver dagger pressed into the base of her throat. She dropped her glass and it shattered on the stone floor.

      “Why are you here, witch?”

      “What?”

      “You want to know what’s in the pot? Twinkle root. My very own fairy-made witch-detection system. Dragons can’t smell twinkle root, but witches can. Witches find it irresistible.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Oh, I think you do. There’s a price on your head, witch, and I’m going to cash in. Abacus!” A silver birdlike creature flitted to her side. “Take a message to the Mountain. I have the one who was foretold.”

      The silver creature darted through a small opening near the window. Raven tried to sidestep the fairy and was met with a strong arm and a blade digging into her flesh. Her head was throbbing now, the inebriation from a moment before wearing off. She groaned.

      “You drank the tribiscal wine, didn’t you? Stupid mistake. It’s highly intoxicating to your kind. No wonder you revealed yourself.”

      Where was Gabriel? She had to get out of here and find him. The dagger pressed harder into her throat. “Do not move. I will not let you destroy Paragon.”

      “Why would I want to destroy Paragon?”

      She bared her pointed teeth. “Remain silent.”

      Raven could bear no more. She was beginning to worry about Gabriel. Reaching up, she grabbed the fairy’s wrist and focused on the female. This was a magic creature, and Raven absorbed magic.

      The fairy gasped, then tried to jerk her arm away. Although the knife receded from Raven’s throat, she did not release the fairy witch. She guzzled her magic like it was Kool-Aid. The winged creature paled while her own skin began to take on a purple hue. That’s when she let go. It wouldn’t do to have to walk Hobble Glen the color of a grape.

      The fairy crumpled, holding her throat.

      “I’m sorry,” Raven said, genuinely empathetic for the creature now sinking her cheek into the floor. “You left me no choice.”

      “You… no… ordinary… witch.” The fairy’s labored breathing made her words sound strained.

      “No. I’m not.” Raven had turned to leave when the door burst open and three men barged in wearing matching red-and-black uniforms. Two seized her arms. The third was a man as big and dark as Gabriel. He approached her carrying a silver rod.

      “What’s that?” she asked, meeting his black eyes.

      He thrust it against her bare shoulder. Light flashed and everything went dark.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Gabriel cursed under his breath. That absolute torment of a woman was going to get herself killed! He watched Scoria, the captain of the Obsidian Guard, bind Raven’s wrists behind her and then flop her onto the back of his mountain horse as if she were a sack of grain. The beast, which was the size of an earthly equine but far better on rocky terrain, tossed its head back at the abrupt weight of her body slapping its shoulders. Raven couldn’t be comfortable, but she did not struggle.

      Unconscious, he thought. Two officers Gabriel did not recognize mounted the steeds behind her, and all three galloped toward the mountain.

      Making himself invisible, Gabriel took to the sky, his wings a faster mode of transport than his feet. There were wards around the palace. He’d have to be close to the guards to sneak through undetected. He still wasn’t sure how he would pull it off. He cursed Raven again. Of all the foolish things to do. Scoria was Brynhoff’s right-hand man. He wouldn’t be easy to overcome.

      The horses scaled the rocky terrain on cloven hooves. Even by air, Gabriel had a hard time keeping up. Up ahead, he saw the air shimmer and poured his last ounce of energy into his flight. He dove, swooping in next to Raven, turning sideways to bring his body as close as possible to Scoria’s horse. He was so close his wings brushed the man’s cheek, and Gabriel held his breath when the captain’s gloved hand swatted at the air as if chasing a fly.

      Magic buzzed against Gabriel’s skin as they passed through the barrier, and then the world opened up again. The palace stretched before them in all its splendor, its expansive veranda welcoming them, glistening with polished obsidian and the shimmer of gold and jewels. The entire floor was a mosaic of emeralds, rubies, sapphires and amethysts as well as other precious stones pieced together to depict a dragon curled around a fruit tree.

      The sight of that family crest made Gabriel’s chest hurt. Once upon a time, this had been his home. As a child, he’d played on this floor.

      He hated his uncle then. Hated him with everything he was. For three hundred years he’d convinced himself that he never wanted to return to Paragon, that he could be happy remaining on Earth forever if he had to. Now he wondered if there wasn’t a small part of him that wanted a crack at taking back the throne. Perhaps more than a small part of him wanted vengeance.

      The guards dismounted and Scoria pulled Raven off the horse’s shoulders. It was all Gabriel could do to keep from slitting the man’s throat as he manhandled her toward the throne room. It made his skin crawl and his talons itch to see another man’s hands on her. At least she was awake again. Her eyes roved as she wildly searched her surroundings.

      He followed close behind the guards. The two enormous wooden doors that led to the throne room opened slowly, their ornate carvings dating back thousands of years. Those doors had been here since the dawn of Paragon, back when there was order and not a dictator. He slipped through behind the guards. At the front of the room on a dais, Brynhoff sat on one of two gilded thrones. The other was empty. Had he finally taken a mate?

      “Your Highness, we have secured the witch whose coming the seer has foretold. We bring her to you. We apprehended her in Aborella’s apothecary.” Scoria thrust Raven forward, still gagged, still wearing her mask. Brynhoff leaned forward, sniffing and scowling at her.

      “She smells of dragon. Are you sure she’s a witch?”

      Raven mumbled loudly through the gag.

      “Let her speak,” Brynhoff demanded. “I want to hear what she has to say.”

      No sooner had Scoria untied her gag than Gabriel’s beloved launched into a tirade. “Of course I am a dragon. I am no witch! These men accosted me as I was trying to participate in Pyre Night. What is the meaning of this?”

      Scoria placed his hand on the hilt of his sword, and it was all Gabriel could do to maintain his invisibility and his distance. If he got too close, Brynhoff might recognize his scent.

      Brynhoff crossed one leg over the other. “What proof do you have this woman is a witch, Captain?”

      “Aborella pointed her out herself. Said this woman drained her of her power.”

      Raven gasped in convincing outrage. “Me? Do I look like I could drain anyone of anything? Believe me, if I had the power of a witch, I wouldn’t allow myself to be bound like this.” She turned her shoulders to show the king how uncomfortably her wrists were tied.

      “I don’t recognize you. I thought I was aware of all females in my kingdom. What is your family line?”

      “I am the youngest daughter of Roosevelt,” she said, and Gabriel had to smile. Roosevelt was the name of the bartender at the Silver Sunset. She must have heard his name spoken at the bar. He was indeed the owner and drunk most of the time, but he did have children, legitimate and illegitimate. “I am Freya. I am rarely allowed out in public.”

      Scoria grumbled in protest. “She is lying.”

      But Gabriel could see the lie was working, in no small part because Brynhoff was likely taken with her beauty. His uncle leaned back in his chair, a flirtatious smile crossing his face.

      “Relax, dear lady. There is one sure way to settle this. Show us your wings.” Brynhoff circled his hand and scanned her lasciviously.

      Gabriel ground his teeth.

      “Excuse me?” Raven said, her voice cracking and breathless with what Gabriel suspected was real fear. “I am not the type of female who shows her wings to strangers.”

      Good girl, Gabriel thought. That was exactly what a female of his species would say.

      “Do it, young one, or I will be forced to treat you as the witch they say you are.”

      Brynhoff, you fucking bastard, Gabriel thought. Raven swallowed so hard Gabriel could see her throat bob from across the room.

      “Can you untie my hands at least? The positioning is uncomfortable.”

      Sweat dripped down her temple. She was working on something. Gabriel could feel it down the bond. In fact, there was so much magic coming off her, he was surprised his uncle couldn’t smell it. Then again, Gabriel couldn’t actually smell it either. Raven must be doing something to cloak her scent.

      “Do it,” Brynhoff commanded.

      With a sneer, Scoria sliced through the ropes binding her wrists with his sword. She rubbed each one with her opposite hand, and then, as if by some miracle, two fleshy wings emerged from Raven’s back. Gabriel had no idea how she was doing it. The necklace she wore might provide some assistance with making her appear more beautiful, but it could not make a viewer see wings that were not there. They looked convincing, although he noticed they seemed to hang limply from her back. He wondered if she could actually move them.

      “Happy?” Raven said, succeeding in making her voice sound both humiliated and angry.

      Brynhoff waved again. “Yes. Good. Put them away, dear.”

      The wings began to refold, then disappeared before they were even near collapsing into her back. Gabriel inhaled sharply, but it seemed the others in the room didn’t notice the failed enchantment.

      “Darling?” Brynhoff yelled toward the sanctuary behind the throne room. “Can you come here? We have a situation.”

      So his uncle had taken a consort. Gabriel wanted to vomit. To think a female of his species was supporting this murderer… this dictator! What kind of dragon would do such a thing? Unless he was forcing her? Gabriel ground his teeth, the hilt of his dagger hot and heavy in his hand.

      There were footsteps, and then Gabriel nearly dropped to his knees. His mother, Eleanor, stepped onto the dais. She was very much alive and dressed in royal garb! Gabriel’s stomach clenched. How could this be true? He’d thought she was dead. If she was alive, why hadn’t she sent for him and his siblings? All at once, his world stopped and spun in the opposite direction. His mother paused to kiss Brynhoff on the lips before crossing to the empty throne, her citrine ring glowing like a star.
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      Although Raven had instantly disliked King Brynhoff, she had reason to do so. This was Gabriel’s uncle, the man who had killed his oldest brother, Marius, rather than relinquish the throne. He was as smug and pretentious as Gabriel had described. His embroidered robes and crown of jewels made her physically nauseous. Still, the hate that flooded her when the royally garbed woman stepped to Brynhoff’s side was both stronger and completely unfounded. Raven had never met this woman and could only assume she was Brynhoff’s new consort, a replacement for Gabriel’s mother whom he’d killed.

      The woman had hair the color of a starless night and eyes that seemed to bore into her. She was lanky, and her above-average height gave her a noble grace that belied her otherwise harsh angular features. It was her scent that made the nape of Raven’s neck prickle. An acrid stench like melted plastic that turned her stomach. Dark magic. She’d remember that stench always. Repulsed, Raven had to breathe through her mouth so she didn’t vomit.

      “I don’t know you,” the woman said to Raven. “Why have you come to Paragon?”

      “I didn’t come here. I live here.” Raven lied slowly, steadily. The secret to a good lie was to trick one’s mind into believing it was true, if just for a moment. Raven pictured herself working in the backroom of the Silver Sunset. “As I said before, I am Freya, the daughter of Roosevelt of the Silver Sunset. I was minding my own business when these three men accosted me and accused me of being a witch. I am no such thing, and I wish to be returned to my father.”

      “She has shown us her wings, Eleanor,” Brynhoff said. “She is a dragon.”

      The one called Eleanor’s eyes narrowed. “It is a sad story you tell me, girl, but you must understand, my most powerful seer, Aborella, foretold that a daughter of Circe would visit our realm this Pyre Night. She would come with thievery on her mind and death in her heart. We cannot take any chances with such a menace.”

      “Circe—” Raven said, keeping her voice neutral. “I am not a descendant of anyone named Circe.”

      “No. As a dragon, you wouldn’t be. Do you know the story of Circe?”

      “Not as well as I am sure you do, my queen,” Raven said.

      “Empress!” Eleanor snapped. “Do not insult me.”

      “My apologies, Empress.” Raven bowed her head.

      Her stomach clenched. It was obvious by the crown on her head that matched Brynhoff’s that she was royalty, but if this woman was calling herself empress, that meant she and Brynhoff had taken on additional power since Gabriel left Paragon. How had the monarchy changed in three hundred years? She eyed the citrine ring on the queen’s finger, so much like Gabriel’s emerald.

      “At the beginning of time, when dragons roamed only in their beastly forms, there existed a powerful goddess named Circe. Circe was skilled at witchcraft. Some would say she was the most powerful enchantress of all time. She lived on a magical island in a realm far, far away from Paragon. She took a human as a lover and bore a son, but unbeknownst to her, the lover who warmed her bed belonged to another goddess. The other goddess threatened to kill the boy, and Circe desperately needed a way to protect her son.”

      Raven tried her best to control her reaction. Circe? From Greek mythology? This was Earthly folklore. She bit her tongue.

      “Desperate, Circe beseeched the mother of all dragons, Balthyzika, to help defend her son. In return, Circe promised the dragon and all her descendants the ability to transform into what we are today. This pleased Balthyzika, as dragons were once treated as monsters and hunted for their magic. The dragon protected Circe’s son, who lived a long, full life and bore many children. Circe followed through on her promise, giving dragons the ability to shift into our common form.” Eleanor pressed her hand to her chest. “So you see, a descendant of Circe is the most dangerous witch of all. What Circe has given, a descendant can take away.”

      “But why would she?” Raven asked.

      “Do not question me, girl.”

      “Freya,” Raven said. “Please excuse my ignorance. There is little time for study working for my father.”

      “Yes, as you’ve pointed out, you’ve been quite sheltered,” Eleanor drawled.

      A silence fell across the throne room. Raven coupled her hands in front of her hips and shifted on her feet under Eleanor’s weighty gaze. “Can I go now?”

      The empress stood, her red-and-gold robes folding around her as she crossed her arms and descended from the dais. She approached until she was standing in front of Raven, less than an arm’s length away. The empress inhaled deeply through her nose. Silently, Raven cursed. Eleanor was smelling her.

      “Remove the mask. I want to look upon you so that next time I converse with Roosevelt, I can tell him how I met his lovely daughter Freya.”

      Raven raised her hands to untie the mask.

      “I must tell you, Freya. That dress and mask remind me of one I’ve seen before, one I commissioned for my own daughter, in fact.”

      Raven stopped. “How is that possible?”

      “I was just asking myself the same question. You see, I commissioned the gown you are wearing for my daughter, Rowan, to wear to my son’s coronation over three hundred years ago. You never forget something like that. I was involved with every detail of its construction.”

      A chill crept up Raven’s spine and made her scalp tingle. If Rowan was the empress’s daughter, that would mean… “It couldn’t be the same dress, Empress. It must be a coincidence.”

      “How do you know Rowan?”

      “I don’t!” Raven protested. It wasn’t a lie. She’d never met Gabriel’s sister. Still, her voice was shaking. She was starting to panic.

      “Lies! How do you know my daughter?” the empress shouted.

      “I. Don’t.”

      All at once, the empress drew the sword from the dark guard’s hand and swung it at Raven’s neck. Raven had just enough time to gasp before an invisible force stopped the empress’s arm. Gabriel, Raven thought. He must be invisible. She inhaled his unmistakable smoky scent.

      The empress’s eyes widened, her lips beginning to tremble with rage. “What is this? Scoria, kill her! Kill her now.” Bereft of his sword, the guard reached for her with his bare hands.

      A burnt plastic stench rolled off the empress, stronger than before. Magic. The empress was casting a spell. Calling on the same magic she’d used in Crimson’s shop, Raven shot forward, grabbed the invisible mass that was Gabriel, and folded space around them. There was a moment of total darkness, the now-familiar dropping feeling, and then she was behind the empress, behind the thrones, and feeling like she might pass out from weakness.

      The echoes of the empress’s screams filled the room around her as Raven tumbled toward the floor.
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      Gabriel caught Raven before her head slammed into the obsidian. He swept her into his arms and spread his wings. Unable to maintain his invisibility much longer, he sought out a place to hide, trying to remember the layout of the palace after so many centuries. As silently as possible, he flew into the back hall and raced for the library. Lucky for both of them, Scoria and the rest of the Obsidian Guard seemed to be concentrating their search at the front of the palace, likely assuming Raven would use her power to escape, not to move deeper into the interior.

      The door to the library was open, and Gabriel carried Raven inside as quickly and quietly as possible. Things hadn’t changed much, thankfully. The furniture had been reupholstered but was in all the same places. He navigated the maze of bookshelves and gently rested Raven on the chaise near the window.

      “Wake up. Raven, please. Wake up.” He brushed her cheek and checked over his shoulder. Thank the Mountain they were alone. He stood and paced. Something was wrong. Her breath was shallow and her skin was deathly white. She was ill, but why? Had she overused her abilities when she drained Aborella and then transported him to safety? Perhaps she needed to rest.

      He left her to search for the grimoire. The multicolored spines of the ancient tomes that made up the royal library passed by in a blur as he worked his way up and down the aisles. In the end, he couldn’t miss it. His mother’s grimoire was at the center of the room on a pedestal, its misshapen leather cover showing its age. He approached it cautiously, only noticing when he was directly in front of it that a shimmer of magic protected the pages. This was no surprise. Eleanor had always kept the book warded to defend it against unauthorized reading. He rushed back to Raven.

      “Raven,” he whispered. He lifted her shoulders. “Wake up, darling. I’ve found the book. It’s time for you to do what you came to do.” She did not rouse.

      He pressed his hand to her forehead. She was burning up, her breathing almost nonexistent. She needed a healer. He looked back at the book, then at her, and finally at his ring. He could try to steal the book or he could carry Raven. It would be impossible to leave with them both.

      Gabriel closed his eyes. It was a death sentence to leave the book behind, but there was no other choice to make. Raven was far more important to him than his own life or any hope of extending it.

      “I’ve got you, Raven.”

      Moving fast, he turned the crank to open the window above the chaise, just enough for him to squeeze through. He gathered her into his arms and climbed onto the sill. This wouldn’t be easy. He hadn’t used this much magic in centuries and was too tired to cloak them both in invisibility. The palace was heavily guarded. His only hope was to use the element of surprise.

      He kicked off the sill and flew away from the castle, the library, and his best hope of breaking the curse, racing for Tobias with Raven in his arms. The shimmer of the protective ward surrounding the castle came into view and he dove as he had before, swooping down directly toward the guards who blocked his way. The black uniforms turned, aimed, and released their arrows. He twisted and tumbled through the air, crashing through the line. With Raven in his arms, he could not use his fists, so he fought with everything he had left. His legs, his wings, his head. He bit and tore at the cheek of a young guard who collapsed in a bloody spray.

      At last he broke through the shimmering magic and took to the air again. Pain shot through his leg. He looked back to see an arrow piercing his flesh. With a curse, he flew faster until he saw the clearing in the jungle where they’d arrived. Thank the Mountain. Tobias was still waiting as promised. He threw Raven into his brother’s arms as he made a rough landing. Good thing too. His leg gave out and he tumbled to a stop. Everything hurt.

      “I see you’ve made friends,” Tobias said, setting Raven down to tend to Gabriel’s leg. He did not hesitate to break the arrow and pull each side from the wound. The pain was so intense Gabriel almost lost consciousness. It might have been better if he had. As it was, he experienced every moment of agony as Tobias rid him of the arrow and pressed a hand into the wound.

      “We have to get her home. Now,” Gabriel said. “She’s sick. I think she’s dying.”

      Tobias nodded. “Considering the circumstances, you’ll let me touch her?”

      “This is no time for jokes, Tobias. Get us out of here.”

      His brother scooped Raven up and tucked her against him with one arm. Gabriel grabbed his other. Tobias’s sapphire circled and the night split, its sections curling away to expose pure light. In a heartbeat, they were back in his apartment above Blakemore’s, Raven unconscious in Tobias’s arms and Gabriel’s leg gurgling blood. Tobias set Raven on the bed and then helped Gabriel move to her side.

      “Maiara’s healing amulet is in the box on my dresser. Bring it to me.”

      “Yes, I will allow you to borrow my amulet,” Tobias said. A growl followed the statement. He found the amulet in the box and tossed it at Gabriel, who immediately tied it around Raven’s neck.

      “Really? You’re bleeding out, brother,” Tobias said.

      “Aren’t you a doctor?”

      Tobias left the room and came back moments later with two towels and a bowl of warm water. He stuffed one on the underside of the wound and pressed the other on top. “Pressure. Don’t let up. If you were human, you’d need a hell of a lot more. Let’s hope you have enough magic left to heal yourself or Raven will have to help me plan your funeral.”

      “Don’t be dramatic.”

      “By the looks of your ring, can I assume you didn’t find the book?”

      “Oh, I found it, but Raven was already unconscious. She’s running a fever. I had to get her out of there.”

      “Did anyone see you?”

      “No.”

      “So we went to Paragon for nothing?”

      Gabriel winced as he pressed harder against his still bleeding wound. “There is something. Something I must tell you.”

      “That doesn’t sound good.”

      “Raven was taken to the throne room to face Brynhoff. I was invisible, watching, waiting to save her.”

      “You idiot. He might have scented you.”

      Gabriel nodded slowly. “Mother was by his side.”

      “What?” Tobias paled. He stumbled back, catching himself on the dresser.

      “She didn’t die, Tobias. She is ruling by his side.”

      “No. This can’t be true.”

      “She’s calling herself empress. I watched her… kiss him.”

      Tobias coughed into his hand as if the thought made him sick. “Why?”

      “Power. Plain and simple. I spoke to Riviera in the Silver Sunset before Raven was arrested. The council of elders has been disbanded.”

      Tobias growled.

      “He didn’t know it was me. I cloaked myself thoroughly, including my voice.”

      “What else did he say?”

      “Only that the volcano is getting worse.” Gabriel lowered his chin. “The Mountain is angry, Tobias. When I saw our mother…”

      “Stop.” Tobias held up a hand. “We’re back. That’s all that matters.”

      “For now,” Gabriel said.

      Tobias chuckled darkly. “Honestly Gabriel, I don’t hear from you in over a decade and now this. Careful, brother. The next thing you know, we’ll be sharing Christmas.”
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      Once, when she was maybe six or seven, Raven had wanted to go horseback riding. They’d lived in rural Michigan then, two houses down from a woman who owned a mare and her colt. Raven scaled the fence and lured that young horse to her side with a piece of apple, straddling his back the same way she used to straddle tree branches. Her scraped knees hugged his bare back, her hands coiled in his mane. The horse took her for a ride, racing across the neighbor’s meadow, leaping and bucking under her weight. Raven clung to him, flat against his back, until he tired himself out.

      She was never thrown, but when she finally dismounted, every inch of her body ached, and bruises dappled the insides of her arms and legs. She felt like that now, like every muscle fiber, every bone, every cell of her body and inch of her skin had been stretched and beaten into submission. It was in this state of anguish that she became conscious, waking on the bed beside Gabriel, a moan emanating from someplace deep within her. Her head pounded and tears streamed from the corners of her eyes.

      “Praise be,” Gabriel said. Turning on his side, he caressed her face, her neck, her arms as if he were searching for a physical cause of her pain. “Does your head hurt?”

      She couldn’t fathom speaking above the internal pounding, but she gave him the smallest nod, careful not to rattle her brain any more than she had to. In response, he hooked his finger under a leather cord that was around her neck and removed the white amulet he’d used before on her, the one he’d said was for healing. As soon as it was off, the pain in her skull ebbed, but its elimination did nothing for the excruciating ache that lingered in the rest of her body.

      “Everything hurts, Gabriel,” she whispered. “What happened to me?”

      “I don’t know.” Gabriel placed the amulet on his leg. Raven noticed his thigh was covered in blood.

      “Your leg!”

      “It’s already healing.”

      “I have some ideas about what happened to you,” Tobias said.

      Raven turned her head to find him standing by the fireplace. A fire crackled in the grate. It was the first time she’d ever seen it used.

      Gabriel cleared his throat. “I filled Tobias in on what we experienced in Paragon.”

      Tobias groaned. “Yes, I heard all about our dear murderous mother and her insatiable appetite for power. To think how she deceived us all. Such an elaborate scheme.”

      “Your mother? That was your mother.” Raven couldn’t fathom it.

      “Yes. That was Eleanor, and she was not dead as we thought but ruling beside our brother’s murderer,” Gabriel said.

      “It’s too horrible.” Raven couldn’t wrap her head around it. “But she kissed your uncle? Isn’t that her—”

      “Brother?” Gabriel finished. “Yes. And in case you’re wondering, that’s not any more acceptable in Paragon than it is here.”

      The fire crackled.

      “She betrayed you.” Raven’s heart hurt for them.

      But Tobias seemed strangely unaffected by the news. He leaned against the mantel, one ankle crossing over the other. “The interesting thing about witches like you is how little most of you know about your own powers.”

      “Have you known many witches?” she asked.

      “One or two over the years,” he said. “I had a botany professor for a neighbor once who could not figure out why her early research was horribly skewed from her peers until she realized her very presence was making the plants grow.” He chuckled softly.

      “Tobias… the point?” Gabriel frowned.

      “The point is that Raven is a new witch whose power is to absorb magic through touch, not only the magic of others but the magic produced by a written spell. We took her to a magical realm where she absorbed everything she touched, with no ability to stop the flow of it. She was drinking from a fire hose from the moment she set foot in Paragon. I believe it was the inflow of magic that almost killed her.”

      Raven held her head and tried to sit up. “I couldn’t tell. I didn’t feel it.”

      Tobias shrugged. “Magic can be insidious.”

      “Did we find the book?” Raven asked.

      Tobias glowered at his brother.

      “I found it,” Gabriel said, “but I was not able to take it, and I needed to get you out of there.”

      Now her heart hurt as much as her muscles and bones. “You left it behind to save me?”

      He kissed her temple. “We will find another way. It is far more important that you are safe.”

      Tobias cleared his throat. “While I admire the sweet sentiment, it was a terrible risk we took only to leave behind what we were after.”

      A heavy silence weighed down the room, and Raven’s eyes drifted to the fire.

      “I need a drink.” Gabriel rose and limped around the bed.

      “What happened to your leg?” Raven asked.

      “Shot by an arrow. It’s healing. Where’s the bourbon?” He hobbled toward the kitchen.

      She sighed heavily. “Pour me one,” she called.

      She heard two glasses hit the counter and then the gurgle of decanting liquor.

      “Is it true?” Tobias asked softly, low enough that Gabriel could not hear.

      “Is what true?”

      “Are you a descendant of Circe?”

      “How should I know? I mean, my god, she’s a mythological figure from thousands of years ago. It would be like asking someone if they’re related to Ogg the cave dweller.” Raven glared at him. “Our family tree doesn’t go back that far.”

      Tobias glowered at her.

      Gabriel returned to the room and handed her the bourbon, still holding the healing amulet to his leg. “What’s going on here, Tobias? I’ll ask you not to stare at my mate like you mean to do her harm.”

      Tobias shifted his gaze to Gabriel and held out his hand. “We had an agreement. Has your leg stopped bleeding?”

      Gabriel removed the amulet and dropped it into his palm.

      “Goodbye, brother.” Tobias gave a curt nod in Raven’s direction before striding for the door.
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      Once Tobias had left the room, Gabriel had a chance to truly examine what had happened. No amount of time apart would change his brother. He would always be the same dragon, both fiercely loyal and at the same time cynical. He could trust Tobias, but he already understood Tobias didn’t completely trust him. Clearly he didn’t approve of Raven, and his brother probably didn’t believe what Gabriel had told him about Eleanor.

      Raven rested her head against his chest. “I’m sorry I ruined everything today.”

      He stroked her hair. “It wasn’t your fault. I should have foreseen your reaction to the environment.”

      “I shouldn’t have gone inside Aborella’s.”

      “Why did you?”

      “She baited me. She was brewing something called twinkle root. Aborella told me it’s irresistible to witches.”

      “There are other witches living in Paragon.”

      “Well, I was the only one in her shop.” She sighed. “It was irresistible to me.”

      “My mother said that Aborella foretold your coming.”

      “Yes, Aborella told me the same thing before I drained her.”

      “You drained a fully grown fairy?”

      “Until my skin turned purple and she was flat on the floor.”

      He laughed and kissed the top of her head.

      “Are you impressed with my mad absorption skills?”

      “Maybe I’m relieved it wasn’t me this time.”

      Raven took a deep breath. “I’m so tired. I feel like I’ve run a marathon.”

      “Sleep. There’s nothing more we can do today. There might be nothing else we can do at all.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “We are reaching the end of the rope, little witch. At some point, we need to hold on and enjoy what little time we have left.”

      Raven sat up, her jaw tightening. “I can’t accept that. I won’t. If it comes down to that, you have to give Crimson what she wants.”

      “You can’t be serious. She wants my power, Raven. The power that you absorbed when you made love to me, she will draw from me using her brand of magic, only with the curse lifted, that power will be unlimited. She will become even more of a monster, indestructible. Once won’t be enough for her. She won’t stop until I am her slave.”

      “I know it’s not ideal, but at least you would be here. We could deal with the consequences together. We’ve tried every other way but the most obvious. We need to negotiate with her.”

      Gabriel’s fist hit the bed. “Do you know what Crimson is? The night I met her, I could smell her power across Bacchus. Don’t believe for one second the lie she creates. She is no naive schoolgirl dabbling in rootwork and divination to make a few bucks off passing visitors. Crimson is a mambo. She’s terribly dangerous.”

      “She’s our only hope of breaking this curse!”

      Gabriel looked her directly in the eye. “No.”

      Lips twisting, Raven rolled over and did her best to storm off the bed, but the skirt of Rowan’s red dress tangled around her legs. She ended up sliding off with a little hop. “Where’s my backpack? I need to get out of this thing.”

      “I saw it in the living room,” Gabriel said.

      Raven stormed into the next room to find her bag.

      “You’re clearly hurting, Raven. Lie down and rest.” His fingers tapped against his thigh. Fuck. She’d been gone for less than a minute and he was already crawling with anxiety.

      “Don’t tell me what to do, Gabriel,” she said, reentering the room. “I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself. It’s my life too, you know. If I think there’s a chance of saving you, I’m going to do it. I will not go gently into that good night.” Dragging the backpack onto the bed in a way that looked painful and made Gabriel tap harder, she unzipped it and dug through the contents, pulling out yoga pants and an oversized T-shirt. An envelope slid out onto the bed beside her. She picked it up and twirled it between her fingers.

      “What is that?” Gabriel asked.

      “It’s an invitation to a krewe ball next Saturday. I was going to invite you to be my guest, but now that you’re acting surly, I’m not sure I want to attend with you, even if it would be our last hurrah.”

      Gabriel reached for it. “Which krewe?” he asked curiously.

      “Krewe Prometheus.” She looked confused. “I assumed you were behind this.”

      He shook his head. “New this year. I’ve never even met anyone in that krewe.”

      Tentatively, Gabriel reached out and took the invitation from her, sliding it out from its envelope. As soon as he did, the ink began to smear, twisting in rivulets, then spirals.

      “What is it?” Raven asked. She read over his shoulder as the letters re-formed at the center of the card stock.

      You’ve dallied too long.

      Your fate is sealed.

      Unless you agree

      to strike a deal.

      One last chance

      or lose it all.

      Bring your witch;

      attend the ball.

      No tricks or I will

      pull the string,

      unravel you and

      everything.

      Be wise, dear dragon

      and consider my proffer

      There will not be

      another offer.

      —Crimson
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      Time meant different things to different people. When Raven had been ill, the days in the hospital had seemed endless. She would have done anything to shorten the torment of those long, stretched-out moments of pain. Now the days blinked by. Every moment was a grain of sand trickling down the hourglass to the day she’d have to face Crimson.

      Gabriel was growing weaker. He spent more than half the day in his treasure room now. Although Raven would have liked to spend hers curled into his side, she refused to give up. She absorbed grimoire after grimoire. There was nothing in this library that would break the curse. She was sure now. Delphine hadn’t been lying. Only Crimson could undo what had been done. But something here might help her defend herself or Gabriel against the mambo. She had to try.

      “You look like you haven’t slept in days,” Gabriel said from the doorway.

      Raven looked up from the sixteenth-century tome she was buried in. She folded herself into a wisp of smoke, blew through the room, and formed beside him. “I haven’t.”

      “You’ve gotten better at that.”

      “I’ve been practicing. Tobias was right. I don’t know much about my abilities. I’ve figured some things out. What I absorb doesn’t last forever unless I practice with it.”

      “No?”

      “The trick I did in Paragon, with the wings? I can’t do it anymore. I absorbed that from Aborella. I could taste her magic in my mouth like a piece of rotting fruit when I made the illusion of those wings grow out of my back. But I can’t do it anymore. It’s gone.”

      “You need a mentor. Another witch could help you develop your abilities.”

      Her eyes roamed over the rows of dusty books. “If we don’t find a way to stop Crimson, there will be nothing left to develop.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that, Raven. I have an idea.” Gabriel strolled deeper into the room, sliding his hands into the pockets of his dress pants. He’d just woken up, but he already had dark circles under his eyes, and Raven didn’t miss the way his left leg dragged with each step.

      He braced himself on the window frame. “Actually, you gave it to me. I was thinking about the day you almost jumped out the window.”

      She peered at him through narrowed eyes. “I didn’t know you then. I thought you were a psycho. I was just trying to survive.”

      “Exactly. That’s the most important thing, isn’t it? Survival?”

      No, she thought. Not anymore. “What’s the idea?”

      He turned toward her, the light flowing in from behind his head, burying his face in shadow. “You actually suggested it the day you touched my ring, but I wasn’t ready to consider it then. I will go back to Paragon. I will hide in one of the outer kingdoms, anywhere they won’t recognize me. Maybe among the elves. It will keep me alive, which will keep the magic inside you, will keep Duncan, Agnes, and Richard alive as well.”

      Raven’s blood turned to ice. While she’d once thought that was a good idea, it now weighed heavily on her heart. “But… I can’t go with you. You saw what happened to me there.”

      “No. You’ll stay here and you’ll live your life. You don’t have to worry about anything. I’ll split my assets among you. You’ll be a wealthy woman. Everything you’ve ever wanted will be at your fingertips. You can travel the world. You can go skydiving. Swim with sharks. Whatever makes you feel alive.”

      “Sharks? Oh God, Gabriel.” Her hands were shaking. “I don’t want any of that if I can’t have it with you.”

      “It’s the only way. You know I can’t give her what she wants. And both of us together aren’t strong enough to stop her from taking it. I am a shadow of my former self.”

      “But if your mother and Brynhoff find you, they’ll kill you.”

      “I will hide. The elves have been known to hide refugees.”

      She buried her face in her hands. She hated this. Hated everything about the fact that he was right. It was the only way. And someday, when she was powerful enough to control her magic, she could track down Tobias and force him to take her there again. This wasn’t forever, but it would take the pressure off. And it would keep him from Crimson.

      She nodded her head but couldn’t bring herself to say a word. He strode over to her and took her face in his hands, kissing her softly. “I’ll call my lawyer and have him finalize the paperwork to transfer my assets to you and the others. I’ll have to ask Tobias for help again. I’m not strong enough to make it to Paragon on my own.”

      Pounding footsteps called their attention to the doorway where Richard appeared panting and out of breath.

      “What is it?” Gabriel asked.

      “Agnes didn’t make it in this morning. I’ve been calling her all day, but she wasn’t answering. I just got a text from her phone.” His voice cracked.

      “Well? Where is she?”

      Richard raised a shaky hand and handed Gabriel his cell. Raven crowded behind him, peering over his arm at the screen. It was a photo of Agnes, bloody faced and sagging. Her pale, aged limbs were chained to a brick wall. Raven gasped and started to cry.

      Gabriel read the message that came with the photo. “Your presence is requested at Krewe Prometheus’s masquerade ball. If you don’t come, she goes.”

      Gabriel dropped the phone. Raven caught it and swept it into Richard’s hands. She met Gabriel’s eyes, her jaw tightening with her scowl. “It appears the choice has been made for us,” she said. “We are going to the ball and we are facing Crimson.”
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      “I can’t believe this dress,” Avery said. “You are an island goddess.”

      Raven stared at herself in the bedroom mirror, wishing she could be excited about what she saw. The dress was off the shoulder and floor-length with a slit that ran halfway up her thigh—sexy but sophisticated. But the real star of the show was the color. Gabriel’s oreads had designed a layered gown in peacock and teal that ignited the blue fire in Raven’s eyes. The bodice was adorned with beads that, knowing Gabriel, were actual precious gems, while the skirt was layered in strips to give it some fullness. It was a masterpiece and, along with the feathered blue mask, did make her look like the manifestation of an exotic island goddess. But she was too nervous about tonight to truly appreciate it.

      Gabriel’s ring was almost completely black. At a time when they desperately needed it, he harbored little to no power, and Raven was not up to the task of facing a three-hundred-year-old mambo on her own. Crimson had Agnes. If they failed tonight, they could lose everything. Gabriel would turn to stone, and all they had risked would be in vain. Their only hope was to do what Crimson asked them to and pray she would break the curse as promised.

      “Why so glum, sis?” Avery smiled at her in the mirror. “You’re going to have an amazing time.” She added the last pin to secure the back of Raven’s hair. It now hung a good inch below her shoulders. Avery had managed to make a gorgeous updo with the help of a hairpiece.

      “I was just thinking about how I missed prom because I was sick. Not just mine—yours too. As your sister, it should have been me doing your hair. You’ve given too much of yourself to me, Avery. Thank you. I can never pay you back, but thank you.”

      Avery kissed her sister on the cheek. “You’re not exactly a burden. So Mom did my hair. I knew you would have been there if you could. We’re family. Family isn’t always fifty-fifty. It’s not supposed to be. When you love someone, you do what you have to do for them and you don’t keep a tab.”

      A horn honked from the street below.

      Raven placed her hand on her sister’s. If she didn’t survive tonight, there was something she needed Avery to know. “I love you, Avery. No matter what happens, I want you to know that I want every good thing for you. I see what you do for me. What you do for Mom. Don’t be afraid to do things for yourself too. You deserve it.”

      Their eyes connected in the mirror. “Wow, you’re deep tonight.” Avery laughed. “Thank you though. Maybe… someday… I’ll—”

      The horn honked again from the street and Avery shook her head. “Your carriage awaits.” She handed over the elbow-length white kidskin gloves that finished the ensemble.

      “I have to go. Whatever you were going to say, do it. And if you need money to do it, I’ll help. Gabriel pays me ridiculously well.” She pulled Avery into a tight hug.

      Her sister looked absently toward the window. “Must be nice having a driver.”

      “Duncan is a sweetheart. He almost makes it bearable.”

      “Bearable? You don’t like door-to-door service?”

      Raven smiled. “You know, I prefer walking.”

      “Something tells me if this works out with Gabriel your lifestyle is going to change. Swimming pools, movie stars, baby.”

      Raven smiled at her sister and grabbed her small beaded purse from the bureau. “Thank you for helping me get ready.”

      “Wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      They exchanged goodbyes, and Raven descended the stairs to the street where Duncan opened the back door of the car for her. When she slid in, Gabriel gave a long, low whistle. “Juniper and Hazel do nice work.”

      “They certainly do.” Raven’s eyes raked over his rugged features and broad shoulders. Gabriel was like a miracle, a seductive presence that made her feel alive every time they were together. His fingers tapped and she took his hand, putting them to rest.

      “I’m not going to be able to keep my hands off you tonight,” he said. He looked at their coupled fingers, but the words dripped with the promise of more.

      “If you are talking about any more than this, it’s too dangerous. I could kill you. You don’t have any magic to lose.” Even to Raven, her words sounded strained. The idea that she couldn’t touch him until this curse was broken caused a heavy ache behind her sternum.

      “I can’t think of anywhere I’d rather die than in your arms,” he said.

      “Don’t talk like that. I can’t stand it.”

      He rubbed his chin. “I think that dress is missing something.” He drew a box from the seat beside him. The oreads had provided her with a necklace, a teardrop pendant the same teal as the dress. She wondered what Gabriel had in store for her.

      He opened the box. An emerald ring glinted up at her, the same shape as Gabriel’s but slightly smaller.

      “Oh Gabriel, it’s lovely. It matches yours.”

      “And your dress.”

      “Put it on.” She held out her hand.

      “Wait, this ring comes with a question, and your answer determines how long you get to keep it.”

      “Keep it? I can’t keep it. It must be worth tens of thousands of dollars.”

      “Raven, when I fed you my tooth, I was looking for an employee, someone I could compel to do my bidding and break this curse. What I got was so much more.”

      “I wish I could have been what you wanted. I wish I could have fixed what was broken for you.”

      “But you did. You fixed me. My heart.”

      Oh Gabriel. Her eyes stung.

      “After watching my uncle kill Marius, I never thought I’d experience family again, or bond with someone in a way that was stronger than fear, stronger than death. All I wanted was an escape from the horrors I’d left behind in Paragon. I wanted to build an oasis here. I was happy alone. No one here could ever be like me, and there was no one I could trust who wasn’t bound to me.”

      “After meeting your mother and uncle, I can understand why you’d feel that way.”

      “But then there was you. I tried to bind you, but you would not be bound. And that forced me to trust you. I had to trust you because I could not force you. You are here now because you want to be here, because you care for me. You were willing to die for me.”

      “I love you, Gabriel. You did more than heal me; you gave me a purpose and a reason to survive. I can’t say I haven’t been terrified these past few weeks. But when I was lying in my hospital bed, I begged God to either let me live or let me die. No more in between. No more half-life. I’ve never felt more alive than when I’m with you.”

      “Love is a human word. Dragons mate, they bond. I wasn’t sure I understood the meaning of the word until now. I love you.”

      She shifted closer to him, wanting a kiss but too afraid of the consequences to actually touch him.

      “You said you had a question.”

      “Should I put this on your finger for a night or put in on for a lifetime?”

      “I don’t understand. What are you asking me?”

      “Marry me, Raven. Take this emerald as a symbol of my eternal affection for you. An engagement gift.”

      “You want to marry me?” All the oxygen had been sucked from the car, and suddenly the air was close and hot.

      He raised an eyebrow. “It may be a short commitment, but it would mean everything to me to know that even for a moment, you were mine in this human way.”

      “I am yours. And you are mine. We don’t need a piece of jewelry or a piece of paper for that.”

      “I want to marry you, Raven.” He shook the box between them. “For the night or for forever?”

      She held out her hand and answered directly from her heart. “Forever then.”

      The cold stone slid onto her finger. Unable to hold herself back, she eased herself into his lap and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Tell me if you feel anything and I’ll stop.”

      “I feel something,” he mumbled into her lips. The kiss was deep, and he stroked his tongue along hers. He touched her knee and worked his hand up her inner thigh. She could feel him harden under her, and then she felt something else; a tingle danced across the surface of her skin.

      With both hands, she pushed him away, panting. Gabriel’s eyes were wide with fear and yearning. Raven wondered if hers were as well, a mirror of his own, or if there was more there: disappointment that she couldn’t block it from happening, utter sadness that the last days they might ever have together would have to be spent at a distance.

      As the car began to slow, Raven wiped a tear. Gabriel reached up and thumbed another from under her eye. “Don’t cry. It doesn’t matter, Raven. Being near you. Having your love. It’s enough.”

      She ground her teeth. Hate was not a strong enough word for what she felt toward Crimson. “For now.”

      Duncan opened the door, and Raven slid across the seat to take his hand and allow him to help her from the car. Gabriel emerged behind her. He offered her his arm, and she hooked her gloved fingers above his elbow.

      “Let’s do this,” he said into her ear.

      They entered the masquerade ball together, knowing they were walking directly into the web of the enemy.
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      The stench that filled Gabriel’s nose as they stepped into the crowded ballroom was unmistakably Crimson. Under the scent of perfume and silk, of hairspray and feathers and nail polish and men’s aftershave, he could smell the medicinal sewage that he’d come to associate with her and her magic. It turned his stomach.

      “I smell her too,” Raven said.

      “I’m sure she knows we’re here.”

      They entered a sea of ball gowns and masked faces. Above them, aerial acrobats performed for the crowd’s entertainment. A woman dressed as a bird hung upside down from a hoop by her feet, reaching for them as they passed beneath her. Across the room, a man danced on a platform with a mammoth yellow boa constrictor wrapped around his body. Scantily dressed servers with trays of drinks and canapés balanced on their hands navigated the crowd.

      “There. The black and red.” Raven pointed.

      Gabriel spotted Crimson, the devil in a red bustier and yards and yards of black lace. Horns protruded from either side of her mask, and the staff in her hand was topped with a realistic-looking skull.

      “She’s not subtle is she?” Raven moved closer to him.

      “No.”

      Crimson crossed toward them, weaving through the other guests as a widening smile spread across her lips.

      “You received my invitation,” she said to Raven. “And as I suspected, Gabriel did too.”

      “Where’s Agnes?” Gabriel asked.

      “Safe. Although her accommodations are uncomfortable. They will become more so if you are disagreeable.”

      “What do you want from us?” A low growl rumbled in his chest.

      “Straight to the formalities. I’d expect nothing less from you, dragon.” She walked between them, causing Raven to stagger back. “Follow me. It’s time we talked.”

      Crimson led them deeper into the hotel, down the hall to an empty conference room. She flipped on the overhead lights. The taupe walls were jarringly bland compared to the colors of the ballroom they’d just come from.

      “Tell us why we’re here, Crimson.” Gabriel tucked Raven into his side.

      Crimson ran her fingers over the skull that topped her staff. “You’re almost out of time, dragon. In less than seventy-two hours, the magic of your ring will be depleted and you will die, unless you take me to your bed.”

      “And I’ve told you no,” he said. “The thought sickens me.”

      “Yes,” she drawled. “You’ve made that blatantly clear.” She paced around the conference table, her red nails dragging along the surface. “And while I could force you, I have discovered another option that is more palatable to me.”

      Raven shifted beside him. Her gaze darted between him and Crimson as if she might say something. He shook his head.

      “What if all you had to do was make love to our lovely Raven here?”

      Gabriel’s brows dipped. “What are you saying?”

      “If sex with me doesn’t appeal to you, have sex with her. All I’m interested in is the outcome.”

      “The outcome.”

      Crimson faced him, spread her feet, and planted both hands on top of the skull of her staff. “I want your firstborn.”

      A ball of ice exploded next to Crimson’s head. Gabriel turned to see Raven glowing like a star with snow falling around her, turning to hail. He noticed none of it landed on him.

      “How dare you even suggest such a thing, you evil gargoyle of a woman?” Raven spat.

      “Oh Ravenna, calm down. If you accept my offer and give me your firstborn, you’ll have an eternity with your dragon to bear as many more of his brats as you wish. I only need one.”

      “Why?” Gabriel asked.

      “You know why.” Crimson began to pace again, licking her ruby lips as if she were hungry. “The child of a dragon and a demigoddess will possess almost unlimited power. Even a drop of blood from such an offspring could level mountains in the right hands.”

      Raven scoffed. “Demigoddess?”

      “As a descendant of Circe, powerful indeed.”

      Gabriel’s eyes widened.

      “You didn’t think I’d figure it out? The Three Sisters, the Tanglewood name. You are an old dragon, Gabriel. You must have noted the resemblance.”

      “What’s she talking about?”

      “He knew you might be a descendant of Circe when he fed you his tooth, dear. You were a long shot, of course. Except you look just like the Circe we both knew. She was the granddaughter of the goddess herself and an accomplished sorceress. Ask Gabriel. He knew her, three hundred years ago, when they burned her at the stake.”

      “What?” Raven looked at him in confusion.

      “It’s true that I knew a demigoddess named Circe and I was there when she burned. But she’s lying about the rest. I did not know you were a descendant.”

      “Oh Gabriel, how could you not? Look at her. Those eyes. Do you know what I think? I think you bound her, you seduced her, you mated her, all for the chance that if she could not save you, a child might.” Crimson flashed a smile nothing short of evil.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Raven looked betrayed.

      “I never suspected, Raven. Not until the Casket Girls.”

      Crimson laughed. “It’s forbidden for a dragon to mate with a witch, you know, where he comes from. Gabriel made sure I knew that, time and time again. It’s too powerful a pairing. But it can be yours, Raven, for the cost of your firstborn child.”

      Raven scoffed. “You never wanted Gabriel at all, did you? It’s always been about a baby, about the blood. Sex with him might give you power for a short time, but a child—you want to use our child as your own personal power bank.”

      “Smart girl. I’m doing you a favor. Carrying this child will enhance your power considerably.”

      “And then you will rip him or her from my arms. How powerful will I feel then?” Raven said through her teeth.

      Gabriel slapped a hand down on the table, cracking the wood. “Crimson, I am not giving you our child.”

      Raven raised her voice. “Gabriel, we’re out of time. We have no choice and she knows it.” He looked at her in horror. She turned back to Crimson. “It will take time to get pregnant. Lift the curse now to give us time to be together.”

      Gabriel shook his head. What was she saying?

      “Are you agreeing?” Crimson asked through a wolfish grin.

      “I am asking you to lift the curse. Then we can talk.”

      Crimson laughed. “There’s no need to lift the curse, dear. I have a spell that will ensure the pregnancy takes place at your next joining.”

      “I won’t do it unless you lift the curse first and free Agnes.”

      “But you will do it. An agreement between witches is binding. I will do as you ask once you agree.”

      Gabriel grabbed her hand, “No. No, Raven. Don’t.”

      Raven glanced at him and then at Crimson. “I’ll do it.”
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      Raven hated the expression of betrayal on Gabriel’s face. He was deathly silent beside her, as he was through the entire car ride. Raw meat to the lion’s den, that was what he must think. But there was no time to explain why she’d accepted the proposal. Crimson would never succeed in stripping her of her baby for one simple reason; Raven was barren.

      It was something she’d planned on telling Gabriel eventually, something only four people in the world knew. The chemo had fried her internal organs. Her ovaries were dead. She hadn’t had a period in years. Nothing Crimson did could make her pregnant. But Crimson didn’t know that, and if Raven played her cards right, she would get her to break the curse and then absorb enough of her magic to keep her from cursing him again when she found out the truth.

      They entered Hexpectations, and as before, Raven barely detected a trickle of magic. She strolled past the shelves of prepared oils and gris-gris without a single tingle across her skin. All of it fake. All of it useless. Crimson called herself a mambo, but it wasn’t voodoo she practiced. Raven knew voodoo from the grimoires in Gabriel’s library. Crimson practiced a unique and personal form of magic. That was why Raven could not solve the problem of Gabriel’s ring. Only the venom of the snake that bit him could bring about the cure.

      At the back of the shop, Crimson paused at the great wooden door Raven had noticed before. There was a ram’s skull positioned over it and more carvings than she could take in decorating its surface. Crimson whirled, her staff striking the floor between them.

      “Do you know this symbol, witch?” she asked, pointing at a pattern at the center of the door.

      “That is the symbol of Papa Legba, the spirit of the crossroads.” All at once the tingle of close magic Raven had missed at the front of the shop buzzed across her skin, seeming to twist off the door and curl against her.

      “Why don’t you do the honors?” Crimson gestured toward the door with an upturned palm.

      “You want me to invoke the deity?” Raven asked, perplexed. “Why? If this is your sacred space, you should open the way.”

      A threatening growl rumbled from Gabriel’s chest. “I do not like this game you are playing, Crimson. Is your offer genuine, or is this some kind of trick?”

      Crimson pounded her staff against the floor and bared her teeth. “There is no trick, dragon, but I will not be taken advantage of. Your witch has asked me to lift the curse before she does the deed. I need some insurance. If she invokes Papa Legba, it will be her magic holding open the threshold between the spirit world and our own. She’ll have skin in the game. It shows me she is serious about our agreement.”

      “It also weakens her,” Gabriel growled.

      Raven placed a hand on his shoulder. “I will do it.”

      His dark eyes conveyed nothing short of torture. “It’s a trap,” he whispered. She was sure Crimson heard.

      “It’s for the best,” Raven said. She believed it. There was nothing she wouldn’t sacrifice to save him. Nothing.

      All she had to do was look at the symbol and the incantation came to her. Absorbed from a book and lingering unnoticed in her psyche, it now swam to the surface. She knocked three times on the symbol. “Open the road, open the door, open the gate. We wish to come home, Papa.”

      On the other side, a heavy thud rattled the wood. Dust billowed through the crack under the door. The lock rattled, and then the hinges squealed as the wood behemoth swung open. The tingle of magic multiplied until her entire body buzzed. The room beyond the door was something else, somewhere else. This was not only a voodoo temple; it was a spiritual realm. The air was magic, the floor was magic, the walls were magic. Raven trembled. If she absorbed too much as she had in Paragon, she’d be doomed.

      “Are you waiting for an invitation? Come into my temple, lovers.”

      Raven did as asked and was aware of Gabriel stepping in behind her, his energy like a flickering candle in this place. She reached for him, tangling her fingers with his. The door closed behind them.

      Immediately she felt sick. This was no ordinary temple. She noticed now that what she thought had been meat and herbs hanging along the far wall was a much grislier display. Intestines, a set of eyeballs, a dried hand that might have been a monkey’s or a child’s. There was a jar filled with maggots, and another with something misshapen and pale gray floating in a green liquid.

      The symbol for fertility was painted in blood on the floor. Crimson had made offerings around the symbol: a basket of eggs, a bowl of exotic fruit, a silver platter covered in flowers. The entire thing was ringed in red and white candles.

      “Enter the symbol. The time is right to begin,” Crimson said.

      “First lift the curse,” Raven demanded.

      “Step inside the circle and I will.”

      “I need a token of your commitment. Free Agnes,” Raven pleaded.

      Crimson sighed. “Fair enough.” She waved her staff and the far wall dissolved. It was just an illusion. Behind where it had been, Agnes was chained to a brick wall. The old woman drooped from her shackles, bloody and unconscious. Crimson snapped her fingers and the shackles gave way. Gabriel raced to Agnes and caught her before her head hit the floor.

      Agnes roused, blinking up at Gabriel. “I knew you’d come,” she said. “Don’t give her what she wants.”

      “You have to make it to the front of the store,” he said to her. “Duncan is waiting. Go.”

      Agnes glanced at Raven, who gave her a firm nod. They helped her to the door. Raven saw her limp toward the exit as the passageway closed between them.

      “Now you have your token of good faith. Get on with it. Enter the symbol,” Crimson said.

      Raven stepped over the burning candles, taking her place at the center of the ring of blood. Gabriel did not follow. “I will kill you for this,” he said to Crimson. “From this life or the next, you will never rest, you will never be at peace.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Get over yourself, dragon. Enter the circle and I will lift the curse.”

      Raven met his gaze and held it. Trust me, she mouthed silently.

      He stepped in beside Raven, taking her hand. Crimson raised her staff and repeated a string of guttural syllables. There was a flash of light, and then Gabriel’s emerald ring blazed to new life. She breathed a sigh of relief.

      “The spell is broken,” Raven said.

      “I’ve upheld my end of the bargain; now it is your turn,” Crimson said.

      “You can’t plan to stand there and watch?” Raven snapped.

      “Yes, that’s exactly what I plan to do. Did you think I’d be dumb enough to break the curse and then leave you?” Crimson shook her head. “Oh dear, you do take me for a fool. No, I will be here, making sure my spell does what it was intended to do.”

      “I won’t do it with you watching,” Raven said.

      Crimson laughed. “Oh, you will do as you have bound yourself to do.”

      A swell of arousal rolled through Raven, and Gabriel bent over, catching himself on his knees. His eyes shifted to hers, wide with alarm. Now was her chance—if she could absorb Crimson’s power, she could turn it against her. Even if Crimson cursed Gabriel again in retaliation, if Raven absorbed her magic, she should be able to break it.

      She squatted down and touched the symbol. Fire and darkness spread across her skin, the elements of the spell coming to her one by one. Crimson’s magic was layered… layered with Raven’s! Raven cursed. This was the trap. When she’d invoked Papa Legba, she’d injected her magic inside Crimson’s. She couldn’t siphon off the mambo’s magic without weakening herself.

      Nausea rolled through her stomach even as her need for Gabriel once again took center stage.

      “What is it?” Gabriel whispered.

      She shook her head. “We cannot leave the circle without making love,” Raven said. “And the longer we wait, the more difficult it will be to resist.” She grabbed her abdomen as a strange sensation rocketed through her. “Whoa.”

      Gabriel assessed her and the circle. “She will have our baby, Raven. We will not be able to stop her.”

      “No, she won’t.” Another wave of desire blasted through her, and Raven’s focus caught on Gabriel’s sizable erection. Dreadful need bloomed between her legs. Her nipples hardened behind the cover of her dress, and her breath quickened. Wet and ready, she inhaled his scent deep into her lungs, the ache becoming more than she could bear. She lowered her chin. “Trust me.”

      The cacophony of Crimson’s chanting rattled through Raven’s head, the woman’s dancing and stomping on the other side of the candles a vivid reminder of the position they were in. Thrusting her staff above her head, Crimson transformed the wooden length into a snake. A boa at least five feet long curled above her, heavy and thick in her hands. She swung the weight of it above her, circling, chanting.

      Raven pressed her palms to her ears and shook her head, tears raining over her cheeks. Crimson had outsmarted her. Raven hadn’t known this sort of layering of magic was possible. Now there was no turning back from the humiliation of completing the ritual. Would Crimson know when it was done that Raven could not bear children? Would she then force Gabriel to impregnate her instead? The thought made her sick.

      Gabriel’s hands landed on her wrists. As she met his gaze, everything she feared she might find in his dark eyes was there: crushing defeat, unmistakable arousal, and a hint of regret. Regret for something he hadn’t done yet but knew he would do. They both knew.

      Her heart grew heavy even as her sex throbbed. He wrapped his fingers around the nape of her neck. She did not resist when he kissed her or when he began to caress and massage the base of her skull. The chanting around them increased. He moved his mouth down her neck and then up to her ear.

      “Take from me,” he whispered. “As much as you can.”

      Raven pulled back and blinked. He was offering his power. If they made love, she would absorb his magic, now unlimited because Crimson had lifted the curse. Perhaps with that added power she could… What? Could she kill Crimson? Anything less than death would not stop the voodoo queen.

      The spell around them seemed to throb in her womb, the ritual begging to be fed, to come to fruition. Gabriel didn’t bother to undress her. Gently, he lowered her to the floor, pushing her skirt up to her hips. He was inside her in another breath, and her body only wanted it faster and harder. Everything in her drew on him, pulling him deeper, her ankles crossing behind his thighs, her fingers tangling in the waves of his hair, her hips rising and falling to meet his. The hot rush of power that flowed into her was intoxicating, its heady, smoky scent filling her nostrils, filling her with every deep thrust.

      She came apart beneath him, her body milking his for every drop he would give her. The contraction of her muscles was nothing compared to the contraction of her power. Her body drank of him, soaked him in, until every cell was singing. She felt invincible.

      The candles extinguished themselves.

      “It is done!” Crimson yelled, shaking the snake in her hands.

      Gabriel pulled out of Raven and, in one explosive movement, transformed into the obsidian-green dragon she’d seen before. His body filled the room, breaking from the circle that had once bound them. Candles scattered. Gabriel’s massive jaws snapped.

      It happened so fast. He’d shifted and attacked before Raven was off the floor. Crimson’s body should have been bitten in half. Instead, her form turned to smoke between his teeth.

      “Do you think I’m stupid, dragon?” she said, re-forming behind Raven. The snake she’d been wielding transformed back into her staff.

      “Gabriel!” Raven yelled and threw her hands toward Crimson. Purple energy crackled like electricity toward the mambo. Raven’s magic decided for her in the moment, the spell to immobilize flying from her fingertips before her brain could react.

      With a circle of her staff, Crimson blocked the blow. It wasn’t without effort. Raven saw the mambo’s knees buckle and sweat bloom under her nose. Crimson cursed.

      Raven raised her hands to try again but was swept aside by Gabriel’s barbed tail. The dragon was trying to pivot, but his massive size made it difficult. The great bellows of his lungs filled with fire, his chest igniting. Blazing red surrounded his emerald-green heart. Raven felt the temperature in the room elevate, and she scurried behind him.

      His fire didn’t come fast enough.

      “Fè wòch,” Crimson yelled through her clenched teeth, lifting and shaking her staff.

      Her spell landed deep inside Gabriel’s open mouth, extinguishing the flame at its source. Raven screamed as the fire within went gray, his shiny black and green armor losing its luster one scale at a time. Her screams came again and again as his neck and front legs turned dull as stone, followed by the long stretch of his torso, his back legs and tail. The transformation crawled up his proud neck and over his head, a spreading concrete disease. His dark eyes were the last to go. They turned on her, glossy with surprise and regret. In an instant, Gabriel, her love, her life, her dragon, was a statue. Gone. Crimson had turned him to stone.

      Raven dropped to her knees, the impact driving through her bones and rattling her teeth.

      “You stupid, stupid witch. Did you think you could outsmart me? I am hundreds of years older than you.” Crimson’s teeth gnashed in her direction, her staff waving between them. Raven hardly noticed. Her breath had stopped. Her eyes roved over Gabriel, her brain searching for the spell to turn him back. This pain, this loss, this black hole opened in her chest, it would kill her.

      “I’ll see you in nine months, Raven. Your baby is mine, promised before Papa Legba himself and bound with your own magic. I warn you, witch, if you try to end this pregnancy or yourself, you will be unsuccessful. You are bound.” Spit flew from Crimson’s lips.

      “I am not bound!” she screamed through wrenching sobs. “You didn’t fulfill your end of the bargain. You promised to break the curse.”

      “I did,” Crimson said. “It wasn’t the curse that turned him to stone but my spell. I’m allowed to defend myself. I have upheld the bargain.”

      Raven’s hands trembled. “Fix him. I’ll do anything. Fix him now.”

      “Fix him yourself,” she said. She strode toward the back of the room. Raven didn’t know what she was doing, and she didn’t care. All her focus was on Gabriel.

      “No. No!” she cried. Her hands hovered over the cold stone that used to be his flesh. She touched his shoulder and regretted it immediately. The stone turned to dust in her hands. She wailed as the whole of him broke apart, ash raining down around her and sifting through her fingers.
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      A bomb had gone off. The world was ending, burning down around Raven, everything dead, everything leveled. There was no love left on this planet, no life, no goodness. Nothing but despair. Nothing but horror.

      Raven dug her hands into the ashes of what used to be her one true love, her tears falling silently on Gabriel’s gray remains, and she could not sort out the storm that brewed within her. Was it the lightning of anger that made her grind her teeth or the agony of loss that beat on her like driving rain, or the wind of change—this idea that she must carry on without him—that was most overwhelming? Elbow deep in the gray dust that was once Gabriel, her fingers bumped something smooth, a bone perhaps. She fished it toward her.

      It was an emerald the size of an ostrich egg. She dusted it off and cradled it in her palms, staring at the deep green that glowed bright enough to fill the room with watery light. No, it wasn’t the size of an egg. It was the size of a heart. Gabriel’s heart.

      Raven could taste its smoky magic. This heart was alive. Deep inside the facets, Gabriel’s soul pulsed against her touch. She stopped crying and started thinking.

      This was Crimson’s temple. Raven stood. Shelves along the wall were laden with roots and herbs and stones. Not what she wanted. Raven needed a book. Crimson’s grimoire. Behind her, Crimson was distracted. Raven couldn’t see what she was doing, but the scent of dark magic came from the corner of the room where she busied herself. Closing her eyes, Raven inhaled deeply and searched with her senses. When she’d touched the symbol, she’d tasted Crimson’s magic. Although it had been layered with her own, she’d never forget it, like saccharine and charcoal, the same signature as the demon she’d met in the library.

      The strongest source of Crimson’s magic was not Crimson herself, who retained that strange hollow quality, but a spot at the back of the room. Power curled against her now from that spot. Slowly, Raven pivoted toward the source. In a room otherwise packed with roots, herbs, and dried flesh, there was an empty corner. She raised her hand and walked toward it.

      One of the knots Gabriel had given her had been an illusion. She’d spent the better part of a day trying to untie the thing when all she had to do to dispel it was use a spell she’d absorbed in a grimoire that smelled of potatoes and made her hair stand on end. She used it now, focusing on that bare corner of room.

      A smug laugh bubbled up from her lips as Crimson’s grimoire came into view. It rested on an altar stained with blood. A black candle burned beside it, in a candleholder made from a human skull. This was Crimson’s altar, her holy of holies, the true seat of her magic. The scent of it made Raven gag: the copper tang of blood, the rot of human flesh, singed hair, and rotten eggs. The last thing she wanted to do was touch it, but touch it she did. She set the emerald on the altar and opened the stained leather cover of that book, laying her hands on one page and then the next, turning quickly, deliberately. The magic poured into her, dark and evil.

      “Stop. What are you doing?” Crimson charged toward the altar, and Raven threw out a spell, blocking her from coming any closer. She was surprised when it worked. But Crimson looked tired. Exhausted. Raven was tired too, but she was also grieving. Nothing motivated a woman like grief.

      Raven turned faster. She was almost there, almost to the end. “I’m getting to know your magic, Crimson,” she said. “It’s quite an art you have here. Funny you call it voodoo. It’s far darker. Far older.”

      A crack of magic rang out, Crimson shattering her barrier. Raven called on the magic of the book before her and circled her wrist. A staff appeared in her hand, the twin of the one in Crimson’s. She used it to block the next curse Crimson hurled at her. The spell ricocheted into the shelf of herbs. Wood splintered and crashed between them, sending Crimson shuffling back. Raven held the staff like a shield between them. Not a twin after all, she saw now. Where Crimson’s was topped with a skull, Raven’s held an emerald dragon. She laughed darkly.

      “You can’t hurt me any more than you already have,” Raven said, her voice cracking. She turned the last page of the grimoire and then slammed it shut. “I know your magic and I have nothing left to lose.”

      “Then you know that I can’t reverse Gabriel’s death even if I wanted to.” Crimson’s hands were up, her power crackling around her like static, making her hair float in the thick air gathering between them. Demons fled from the light and flitted into the shadowy corners of the room.

      “No, you can’t,” Raven said. “Your magic only brings death. And now that I know it, I bring it to you.”

      She raised her staff and screamed the worst of the spells she’d read in that horrid tome. Power like lightning lashed out from her, a spell to kill, a spell to maim, a spell to tear Crimson’s head from her body. Crimson blocked it and returned blow for blow. Raven didn’t let up; with everything she had she leveled curse after curse. Block, curse. Curse, dodge. Shelves collapsed. Glass shattered. Precious gems rolled like marbles across the temple.

      “You can’t hurt me, Raven,” Crimson yelled, her staff circling to block another blow. “You’re a copycat witch. You don’t know anything I don’t know.”

      “Maybe not, but I will wear you down, you awful, horrid woman. I will wear you down until there is nothing left of either of us.”

      Crimson scowled. She was tired. The spell she’d forced on her and Gabriel had drained her. Raven gritted her teeth. If it killed her, she would make Crimson pay. The mambo’s eyes darted toward a black box on the floor, fallen from one of the destroyed shelves. She darted for it. Raven attempted a retrieval spell. The box flew toward her. Crimson dissolved into a tornado of black smoke and snatched it from the air. She re-formed with it in her hands.

      Lifting a tube of black liquid from the box, she threw it at Raven’s feet. “It’s time you got in touch with your past,” she spat.

      Although Raven tried to block it, all her evasive maneuvering did was break the vial before it hit the floor. It exploded in her face. Black smoke surrounded her like a curtain. Her lungs protested with a fit of coughing.

      When the smoke cleared, Raven found herself standing on a dirt street surrounded by simple wooden buildings. Her wrists were bound behind her back, and a serious-looking black man held the ropes. Her dress was gone, replaced with a filthy white shift.

      “Witch! Witch!” a woman yelled from the crowd.

      Simple clothing. Raven’s head snapped right, then left, taking in the conditions of the street, the people. French colonial architecture. Dirt road. Horses. Historic dress. The crowd gathered on both sides of the street. Silently, she cursed.

      “Burn her, Louis!” a man yelled. He was speaking French, but Raven understood him perfectly.

      Raven’s gaze snapped to the pile of wood in the middle of the square up ahead of her, a pile built around a stake. She glanced back at her captor who had been called Louis. Raven cursed again. She’d seen sketches of him before, in her history books, and the revelation of who was standing behind her turned her blood to ice. That was Louis Congo, public executioner of New Orleans, which meant that Crimson had sent her back to the early 1700s. As much as she’d loved studying history, this was not the point in time she would have chosen to return to.

      “Witch! Burn the witch!” a woman yelled.

      Raven searched out the voice in the crowd, her eyes landing on Crimson. The other witch raised an eyebrow and wriggled her fingers in a little wave. Raven concentrated on the knot binding her wrists, sending clear intentions to untie it. She whispered the incantation. Nothing happened.

      “Your magic won’t work here, Circe,” Louis said, shoving her in the back. “The rope has been blessed by the priestess herself.”

      Raven stumbled forward, the packed earth gritty beneath her bare feet. Priestess. Crimson had charmed the fucking ropes to be resistant to magic. Raven growled and gnashed her teeth, tugging at the ropes like a wild woman. The crowd roared, hurling obscenities. Arms gripped hers and she was wrestled forward, dragged to the stake and bound to it by rough, bruising hands.

      “Circe Tanglewood, I sentence you to burn at the stake until you are dead, for the practice of witchcraft and the poisoning of Miss Delphine Devereaux. May God have mercy on your soul.”

      Delphine… Delphine Devereaux. Raven tried to get her head around what was happening. Crimson had said she needed to get in touch with her past. Clearly she was in the body of her ancestor, Circe, whom Crimson had said was the granddaughter of the goddess Circe and a great and powerful enchantress. Circe poisoned someone named Delphine. Why did that name sound familiar? She searched the crowd. There were two dark-haired sisters—they had to be sisters with how alike they looked—weeping to her right. Her sisters, she realized. Circe’s sisters. Three sisters. Were these the three sisters her mother’s bar was named after?

      Raven’s mind worked, trying to put it all together as she struggled against her bonds. Her gaze drifted to Crimson. There was someone beside her, someone she recognized. Delphine, the Casket Girl. No wonder she’d reacted so strongly when she found out who and what Raven was. Apparently they had a history, and Delphine fell on Crimson’s side of it.

      “Burned over her own tree!” a man yelled. A torch was lowered to the branches under her, the blaze catching with a whoosh that sent her heart racing and her head tipping back against the stake. My own tree, she thought. The Tanglewood family tree. She thought of the crest, the tree of life, Kristina’s sketch in the back of the library catalog.

      She glanced down into the branches, through the flames that licked higher, kissing her legs and burning away her shift. The branches below her glowed red. Symbols appeared in the bark, symbols Raven had seen before in her own skin. Symbols Gabriel had drawn out with his touch. The touch of fire.

      Raven watched the last of her shift burn away. There was no pain. No scorching heat. She raised her chin. Was this the end? Had her skin burned so quickly that she couldn’t feel it? But when she looked down at herself, her flesh was pale and smooth. Flames reached above her head, caressing her like a lover. Her lover, the dragon. All at once she realized why she wasn’t burning and started to laugh. The fire could not harm her. Dragons were immune to fire, and she had absorbed Gabriel’s power only minutes ago. Now she also had Circe’s. She’d breathed it in, absorbed it through the smoke, through her feet resting on the branches of her family tree.

      The ropes binding her wrists should have burned through but they did not. She concentrated on the enchantment as her dark hair whipped around her face inside the inferno. She thought back to the knots Gabriel had given her to practice on. She’d finally untangled the last one, the most difficult, days ago. An infinitely looping tightening charm layered on a strengthening spell had almost been her undoing. Almost. Raven closed her eyes and focused. First she whispered a weakening spell, then a loosening one, then one to interrupt the repeating charm applied to the ropes. Her wrists pulled apart, and the binding fell into the flames.

      With a dark laugh, she realized she’d needed this. Needed the flames to reach over her head so she could see herself clearly in them. She was no frail victim, no damsel in distress. She was a survivor, a descendant of Circe. And she was her dragon’s witch.

      Eyes trained on Crimson, Raven leaped off the pyre, landing in the street to the screams of the voyeurs. Smoke curled off her naked flesh. She strode toward the voodoo queen with malice on her mind.

      “Come out and play, Crimson!” Raven yelled. “Everyone gets a turn.”

      Crimson turned, started to run. But Raven would have none of that. She cast her hand toward the witch, gripping her within her newfound power.

      “Delphine, help me!” Crimson called, but the Casket Girl took one look at Raven and ran. She wasn’t the only one. The crowd of onlookers was terrified, scrambling over each other to get away from her. Raven ignored them. She lifted Crimson into the air, and with a twist of her wrist, directed the gaping woman’s momentum into the fire, closing her fist to hold her against the burning stake. As soon as Crimson’s back slapped the post, the flames engulfed her. The mambo howled in agony.

      Black smoke billowed from the dusty street, and Raven felt her stomach drop. The crowd, the fire, the executioner, all faded away. She found herself again in Crimson’s temple, standing where she’d been, in front of the grimoire. She was back in her dress, although her skin still smoked. Crimson was back too, wheezing on the floor, the majority of her skin blackened and bubbling.

      Raven gazed down her nose at her. “What’s wrong, darling? Turnabout not fair play?” Demons sifted from the shadows, crowding close, sniffing the voodoo queen’s body. “Your friends are here.”

      “No,” she rasped.

      Raven could see she was dying, killed by her own magic, by her own power. It would be so easy to finish her off. A stomp of a foot or a crook of Raven’s finger could snap the woman’s neck.

      “Having your magic inside me is like living through a bout of salmonella,” Raven said. “Powerful, deadly, and something you never want to experience again.” Raven backed away from her, allowing the demons to move in closer. One was spreading her scorched legs, another lapping at a bloody wound on her throat. “I will never practice it. Your power will fade from me and it will die, just as you will die. No one will ever practice this brand of magic again.”

      A gurgle came from Crimson’s throat. Raven could barely see her body now under the pile of demons. Her soul, however, she could see quite clearly. The dark form had left her body and stood small and filmy beside it. The soul stared at her with wordless hate as a band of demons dragged her down into the floor, to the hell that she’d once sought to control, the hell that she deserved. Crimson’s soul reached for Raven, her mouth gaping like a woman taking her last breath before drowning. An oily black hand rose up, landed on top of her head, and pushed her down where she disappeared into the deep dark beyond.

      Raven stared at the body, scorched and motionless in a puddle of her own blood. Dead. Maybe it was the lingering effects of the woman’s magic, but Raven did not feel a single thing, not one emotional whiff of sadness or regret. She would have finished her if she’d had to, she realized. But there was justice in this. Crimson had lived by dark magic and she’d died by it.

      Raven whirled, scooping Gabriel’s heart from the altar and cradling it in her arm. She opened Crimson’s grimoire, tipping the black candle onto its pages. Fire blazed. The pages curled, sending up sparks as the flames destroyed Crimson’s legacy. Chin held high, Raven strode from the room and from the shop.

      She paused to grab her bag and mask, which were still sitting on the counter, right where she’d left them. To the crackling sound behind her and the smell of smoke, Raven picked up the phone next to the cash register and placed a call to the fire department.

      Her second call was from her own phone. “Duncan? I need you. No, I’ll meet you at the corner. You won’t be able to see me. Just wait there.”

      The fire was all around her now, but she strolled from Hexpectations without a second thought about the flames. Only days from Mardi Gras, she could hear the crowd of revelers in the Quarter and suspected someone would soon notice the fire. It didn’t matter. If anyone was watching the shop at that moment, they would only see the door blow open and a bit of smoke filter into the street.
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      Sunrise. Raven felt the warmth on her face as she crossed the courtyard behind Blakemore’s to get to Gabriel’s treasure room. The peacock-blue layers of her dress fanned out around her with her heavy stride. Her hair was wild, long since freed from its updo. She’d lost the pins and the hairpiece. Black curls stuck to her cheeks and neck.

      She was relieved to find the door to the treasure room open. Tentatively, she crept inside. No way would Gabriel have forgotten to lock this room. Everything he’d ever told her suggested that this was too important a place to him, filled with hundreds of years of rare and valuable treasure he would never leave unguarded. At first she wondered if Duncan had called Richard. Then she learned the truth. At the center of the room, in the space before the great mountain of Gabriel’s making, two faces watched her.

      “Thanks for letting me in,” she said. The oreads’ skin was as delicate and smooth as pearls and stretched tightly across harsh, pointed features. The two had eyes the color of diamonds and amethyst wings as light and thin as tissue paper. “Are you Juniper?” she asked the taller one. He nodded, his long graceful neck bending slightly toward her. “And you must be Hazel?” The other smiled. “It is a pleasure to meet you both. I only wish it were under better circumstances.”

      Raven placed the giant emerald on the floor in front of her. The two nymphs gasped. Juniper hissed and flapped his wings. Hazel began to weep.

      “He’s still here,” she said. “He’s in there. I can feel him. I don’t know if this will work, but I have a memory. Pictures.” She tapped her temple and closed her eyes tightly. “I need a blade, preferably silver, and a bowl big enough to hold his heart.”

      Hazel disappeared and reappeared with a dagger encrusted in gold and jewels. Juniper brought her a deep silver basin.

      “Thank you.” Raven placed the heart into the bowl. “Stand back.”

      The oreads scurried away. Raven held her arm over the emerald and sliced. Blood poured out over the heart, filling the bottom of the bowl. Her lips parted and a chant came to her from somewhere deep inside. She let it come.

      My love, I give to you life, life from my flesh, flesh from my power, power from the fire, the beginning of all things. My love, I give you life, life from my flesh, flesh from my power, power from the fire, the beginning of all things.

      Again and again, she repeated the chant, her body rocking with the words. Her voice was unnaturally low, not hers. The cut on her arm healed. The sun rose and then began to set again, the sounds of music and partying in the streets coming and going with the hours. She swayed and wet herself. Small, delicate hands steadied her. She continued her chant. The sun rose again.

      Eventually her body gave out. Her words stopped. The magic stopped. She toppled to the floor. The last thing she saw before she slipped into the dark river of sleep was Juniper and Hazel pushing the bowl into the pile of treasure, their faces grooved with tears.

      She woke just before midnight, the witching hour calling to her heart in a way she couldn’t explain. The light of the moon swept through the windows and bathed the treasure room in soft, watery ecru. Her tongue felt like leather in her mouth, and her stomach was hollow. Somewhere outside, a band played. Laughter and voices filtered through the walls from the street.

      Tiny hands grabbed her shoulders: Juniper. He helped her up and over to where a table was set. Hazel placed a plate of rice, fish, and vegetables before her and poured her a tall glass of water. Unable to raise her arms, Raven slumped in the seat. Hazel lifted the water to her lips. The sudden slaking of her thirst sent her into a fit of coughing. With help, she guzzled the rest and then swallowed tiny bits of the food Hazel fed her.

      The nymph’s porcelain features hadn’t recovered from her extended sadness. Dark circles marred her eyes, and there was no color in her cheeks. Even her wings had paled.

      “No change?” Raven asked.

      The two shook their heads.

      “It’s only been a few hours.”

      The two nymphs shook their heads harder. Juniper handed Raven her phone, newly charged and overloaded with dozens of calls from her mother and sister. Disbelieving, she stared at the date. If she stared long enough, would it change? Would the truth of what had come to pass be undone? It was Fat Tuesday, two minutes before midnight. It had been three full days since she began the spell.

      “This can’t be,” she said.

      Both nymphs visibly sagged.

      No wonder the music outside seemed so loud. Mardi Gras. Raven watched the time roll over to midnight, then stood. She would sleep in Gabriel’s bed tonight and deal with the repercussions of what had happened tomorrow. She rose and turned toward the door.

      The tinkle of falling metal stopped her in her tracks. With trembling hands, she turned slowly, searching the pile of treasure. A goblet fell off the top of the mound, rolled down the side, and bounced across the floor before bumping into her toes.

      “Gabriel?” Tears overflowed the dam of her eyelids.

      The pile shifted, the mountain splitting like a curtain as a massive head broke through, nostrils flaring over interlocking teeth. The dragon’s dark eyes burned under a set of bony horns, its sleek, scaled body slipping from the treasure and moving toward her, talons clicking on the marble floor. The dragon she’d come to love stood gloriously whole before her, its emerald heart glowing in its chest as it should be.

      She dropped to her knees, tears streaming now, harder and faster than she could ever remember crying. It was through blurred vision that she watched him shift, that gigantic body folding and breaking, rearranging itself into a man composed of light and shadow, curves and hollows.

      Wiping the tears away, she saw him clearly only when he bent over to sweep her off the floor and into his arms.

      “Gabriel.” Her voice cracked.

      His eyes searched her face. “I am here, little witch. Yours once more.”

      She wrapped her arms around his neck and allowed him to carry her home.
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      Gabriel conveyed Raven across the courtyard and up to his room, loving the weight of her head against his chest. He needed to eat and to shower and to make love to her until she screamed his name and promised him she was his forever, not necessarily in that order. His chest swelled when he saw she was still wearing his ring.

      Raven was in the same dress he’d left her in three days ago. The skirt was soiled and sweat caked her hair. Her needs came first. He carried her into the bathroom and started the shower, seating her on the closed toilet lid. Within the confines of the dress, she looked thinner, hollowed out, as if the boning of the dress was all that was holding her up.

      “We both need a shower,” he said. “And something more to eat.”

      “I’d like a shower,” she said weakly, her eyes searching his face.

      He pressed a kiss to her forehead.

      “Crimson is dead. I killed her.”

      “Good.” Gabriel frowned. “Do you think her spell was successful?” He glanced at her abdomen.

      “No. I’m barren, Gabriel. I can’t have children because of the damage my body endured during my cancer treatment. I wanted to tell you, but there never seemed to be the right time.”

      “No children, ever?”

      She shook her head. “No.”

      “Was that why you agreed to Crimson’s proposal?”

      “Yes.”

      “Smart.”

      “Do you still want me?” Raven asked. “Even if it means you won’t have children? You’re the heir to Paragon. If you are with me, your line will end with you.”

      He leaned in close, taking her face in his hands. “I still want you. I will always want you. We are not in Paragon, and honestly, the fact that you are barren will make things easier. The mating of a dragon and a witch is forbidden primarily because their progeny would be too powerful. We won’t have progeny for anyone to be concerned about.”

      A moment of silence spread between them.

      “What was it like?” she asked suddenly, her hand coming to rest on his arm. He noticed that the paint on her nails had melted in places and looked scorched in others. He had questions himself. There was no reason to hold anything back from her. Deep inside, he understood that what had happened was miraculous and irreversible. They had both destroyed and recreated each other. There was no word for the type of intimacy they shared, and he would do nothing to damage it.

      “It was pure light, like standing in the sun. I didn’t expect that. We are taught in Paragon that we return to the Mountain when we die. I always assumed the heart of the Mountain was dark and dank, that death would be like sleeping. I was wrong. It was standing in the sun, or in the heart of a flame. There was softness and a breeze. The smell of cherry blossoms. The sense of being surrounded by company, although I don’t remember speaking to anyone. It was not unpleasant.”

      “Oh.” Raven’s tone sounded surprised and a little sad. “Are you upset I brought you back?”

      Gabriel was quick to allay her fears. “No. No, Raven. The entire time I was there, a tug right here”—he tapped his sternum—“bound me to you. I thought of you. I desperately wanted to help you, to return to you. I simply could not. This bond between us became my pulse, my heartbeat. I knew if I let you go, my heart would stop and I would cross over permanently to that place. But I refused. As long as I felt the pulse, your pulse—or was it mine kept beating by you?—I was alive.”

      Tears scored Raven’s cheeks and he wiped them away, the bones of her face hard and sharp against his thumbs. “What happened to you, little witch?”

      “I absorbed Crimson’s magic to try to undo what she’d done to you, but everything about her practice was destruction. She knew nothing about bringing life. We fought and she sent me back in time, into the body of my great, great… I don’t know how many greats, but she was my grandmother. I was in the body of the granddaughter of the goddess Circe, a demigoddess who also went by that name, Circe Tanglewood, on the day she was burned at the stake.”

      “I think I remember that day,” he said slowly. “I stayed away. I could not stand the injustice of it.”

      “Crimson was there with Delphine. Delphine was Circe’s accuser.”

      “That evil crone.” A growl rumbled in his chest.

      “I was tied to the stake and they tried to burn me, just as they must have burned her. I was living her death.”

      “Fuck, Raven. How did you survive?”

      “They burned her over the branches of the Tanglewood tree. It’s our family crest. Gabriel, Circe never had a grimoire. She recorded her spells, all the knowledge about her magic, in the bark of that tree. Every branch was covered in symbols. I breathed in the smoke and took all of them in. All of them. She was… powerful. She’d brought that tree from someplace called the Garden of the Hesperides.”

      “But the fire…”

      Raven laughed. “It couldn’t burn me. I’d just had sex with you. I was brimming with dragon magic. The flames barely tickled my flesh. I escaped and threw Crimson into the flames. I watched her burn alive.”

      “Praise the Mountain.” He reached around her and helped her unzip her dress. It took all his effort to remain impassive as he witnessed the ashy smudges on her skin and the way her ribs showed. He pulled her up to help her out of the dress and her undergarments.

      “It was Circe’s magic that brought you back.” Her blue eyes blinked fresh tears away. “Old magic. The same magic that brought your kind into being.”

      He repositioned her naked body in his arms and wiped her tears away. A hard swallow preceded his next question. “Do you still hold that power within you?”

      “I’m not sure. I feel weak, like there is nothing left.” She was pale. Too damn pale.

      “You must take from me, Raven.”

      “But—”

      He held up his hand, showing her the ring, its center filled with nothing but green light. “I am immortal again. You cannot drain me. You will not hurt me.”

      In response, she tipped her head and welcomed his kiss.

      “Not so fast, dirty girl.”

      He adjusted the temperature of the water and turned her into the spray, eliciting a small squeal from her. She smiled. Pure radiance, he thought. He smoothed back her hair under the water and delighted in the way rivulets traced over her shoulders and down her breasts, dribbling off the hardened tips. With a growl, he leaned her against the shower wall.

      “You’re purring again,” she said.

      He glanced at her while he soaped a washcloth and began scrubbing one of her arms. “I do not think it is a purr.”

      “What would you call it?”

      “A mating trill,” he said after some thought.

      “Purr is easier to say.”

      He turned her in his soapy arms and washed her back, circling lower, over the mound of her hip, between her legs. She inhaled sharply, and the sound in his chest grew louder.

      “Purr it is then.” Pressing against her from behind, his lips brushed her ear, his tongue licking the sensitive area behind it before nibbling gently on the flesh. His hands circled her waist, one slipping around to her belly and up to knead her breasts while the other journeyed lower, massaging her sex from behind. He rubbed and circled until her hips bucked urgently against him.

      “Please,” she said over her shoulder. “I need you.”

      He had to lift her to get under her, supporting her with his forearms behind the knees. He turned her so she could grip the top of the shower door for support. In one slick thrust, he was inside her, forcing a moan from her. Her breasts were pressed into the glass, and Gabriel enjoyed a lovely view of her open and panting in the bathroom mirror. He growled and worked her harder, his wings spreading to help him with balance.

      “Open your eyes,” he said, his voice thick and low.

      She did as he commanded, meeting his gaze in the mirror. While she was balanced in his grip, she skimmed a hand down her chest and pinched her nipple. He loved it when she touched herself. He kissed her over her shoulder, watching as she moved her hand lower to settle between her legs.

      Tight and slick, he felt her come apart like a shower of stars, and he followed her over the edge. Her body tensed and twitched in his arms. His knees bobbed with the draw of energy that followed, a buzz and pulse that had him shifting to hold her around the waist and ease her onto her feet. He found her sex and drew out her orgasm with his fingers, holding her against him while the aftershocks sent tremors through her flesh.

      “Oh God, Gabriel,” she panted. She steadied his hand, breathing deeply against the shower glass. After a moment, she turned around, her cheeks flushed, her lips full, her eyes no longer hungry but bright.

      “I love you, Raven,” he said. “You are mine.”

      She smiled and reached up to circle his neck. “You are mine, Gabriel, and I love you too.”

      He slipped his hand down to hers, where the emerald he’d given her hugged her finger. He held the gem between them. “Marry me.”

      She gave a breathy laugh. “Yes. A million times yes.”
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      Raven removed a stack of jeans from her drawer and placed them into the moving box beside her dresser. Although she’d discussed her move and impending nuptials with her sister and mother, her mother had taken the news far better than her sister, who was in full adult-tantrum mode. Avery sat on the bed pouting and sighing heavily every time Raven packed another item.

      “You’re being overly dramatic,” Raven said when her addition of a stack of sweaters to the box caused Avery to violently flop to her back on the mattress.

      “Ugh!” Avery lifted a pillow and pressed it over her face.

      “Please don’t smother yourself on my account.” Raven rolled her eyes.

      Avery removed the pillow and slammed it down on the other side of the bed. “Why do you have to move in with him now? Why can’t you wait until after you’re married?”

      Raven shook her head. “I just can’t. I can’t be away from him.” She turned toward her sister, leaning her backside against the dresser. “It’s like he gave me life after cancer drained it all out of me. He breathed air into my lungs. He brings me joy. Life is short. It’s too short to wait when you know for sure. I will never take another day of my life for granted, Avery. Right now that means living with Gabriel.”

      “Fine.” She still sounded pissed.

      “Well, I hope you’ll get more enthused about this soon. It would be depressing to have a maid of honor who wasn’t excited about the wedding.”

      It took a moment for Avery to process what Raven had said.

      “Will you be my maid of honor, Avery?”

      Avery sat up and released a high-pitched squeal. “Yes! Oh, Raven it will be gorgeous. Navy-blue bridesmaid’s dresses, pastel roses, white satin ribbon.”

      “Um, who’s getting married here?”

      “Sorry,” she said, touching her lips. “It’s just, I can see it. Almost like I’m standing there.” Her eyes drifted toward the wall.

      Raven giggled. “It does sound beautiful. I’m not ruling it out.”

      Avery clapped her hands and smiled like she was high. “So when can we start shopping?”

      Raven resumed packing. “In a few weeks. I’m going to Chicago with Gabriel for a little while. He has a brother there named Tobias whom he’d like to tell about our engagement in person. We can start planning as soon as I get back.”

      Avery went completely silent.

      “What’s wrong?” Raven asked. Her sister looked like she might cry.

      “You’re finally going to get to fly in an airplane,” Avery said. “You always said you wanted to.”

      Raven grinned, remembering what it was like to fly wrapped in Gabriel’s arms. She supposed nothing would ever top that experience. Still, she was looking forward to the airplane and to all the other first-time experiences she’d missed when she was sick.

      “You know, I can honestly say every day with Gabriel is a new adventure.”

      “Speaking of new adventures, have you told Dad?”

      Raven paused, the pile of clothes in her hands suddenly feeling heavier. “Not yet. But I will, after I get back from Chicago.”

      She could see the disapproval in her sister’s expression, but to Avery’s credit, she didn’t say a word.

      “Don’t wait too long. You know I can’t keep a secret.”

      Raven raised her eyebrows. “Okay, as soon as I get back.”

      “Good. Now that that’s settled. Let’s talk about our, I mean your, wedding.”

      Raven rolled her eyes but indulged her sister. She didn’t get another word in for the rest of the evening.
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      Gabriel handed his keys over to Richard with a firm handshake. “I trust that while I am gone, you will run this business the same as if I were here.”

      “Considering what you’re paying me, I’ll run it however you want me to run it.” Richard scrubbed his woolly hair with his hand and gave him an open smile.

      “You still have to answer to Agnes. I’ve given her control over the books and all the financial accounts. Treat her well. She now writes your paycheck.”

      “It’s all right. My girl Agnes and I will handle everything, Gabriel. Don’t worry about a thing.” He tossed the keys up, caught them again, and then slid them into the pocket of his perfectly tailored trousers. “After what the old broad has been through, I plan to be on my best behavior for a while.”

      “Don’t you dare,” Agnes said from the door. “I expect you to be as ornery as ever! I can take it. I survived a direct attack from the former voodoo queen of New Orleans.” She flexed a muscle.

      Richard glanced in her direction. “As I was saying, me and mama Agnes, the slayer of all things evil, will take care of everything.

      “Thank you, both of you.” Gabriel fished a few documents from his desk drawer and slid them into his carry-on.

      “How long do you expect to be gone?” Richard asked, eyeing his suitcase seriously for the first time.

      “I’m not entirely sure.”

      “I thought you said you and Raven were engaged? I can’t say I know much about women, but I thought they liked to plan these types of things. When’s she gonna do that with you traveling for… you’re not entirely sure how long?” His brown eyes twinkled under his arched brows.

      “I agree,” Agnes said. “Girls Raven’s age want to plan big, elaborate weddings with their families. You can’t be jet-setting all over kingdom come when you have a wedding to plan.” She waved her hand dismissively.

      Gabriel assessed his longtime employees and friends and decided it wasn’t fair to keep them in the dark. He lowered himself into the chair behind his desk. “I have family all over the world. Seven brothers and a sister.”

      “No shit? You’ve never mentioned them before. Don’t your kind like to get together?” Richard asked.

      “We were misinformed about the hazards of our coexistence. I’d like to rectify that, but this is something that must be done in person. The circumstances are, shall we say, delicate.”

      “Does Raven know what she’s getting into?” Agnes asked.

      Thumbing the corner of his mouth, Gabriel thought about that. “As much as she can understand now. The rest will have to come. Some things a person can’t understand until they live them.”

      Richard nodded slowly. “Okay. I gotcha. Good luck with that.”

      Gabriel scowled at the man’s tone. “You don’t approve?”

      “In my household, things tend to go better for me with my husband when everything is out on the table.”

      Agnes nodded. “Take it from me. A relationship, especially a new one, requires honesty.”

      “Everything is on the table,” Gabriel said seriously. “It’s simply a matter of fact that Raven currently does not have the context to understand our reality.”

      Agnes nodded. “Try your best to explain it to her.”

      Gabriel lifted his bag onto his shoulder. “I will take it under consideration.”

      “Before you go—” Richard spread his arms wide.

      Gabriel embraced the man, thumping him on the back, and then Agnes, who waited patiently with her arms open.

      “Thank you, Richard, Agnes, for everything.”

      “Anytime, dragon,” Richard said.

      Agnes kissed him on the cheek.

      Gabriel headed for the street where Duncan was waiting.
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      Raven gripped the armrests on her seat with an intensity that left her knuckles white and the muscles in her forearms sore. An alarm chimed overhead as the plane pitched left and then right, tossing her against her seat belt. She chewed the gum Gabriel had given her and pressed the back of her head into the seat. There was an oxygen mask in the ceiling. Why would she need an oxygen mask?

      “Try to relax, Raven. It’s just a little turbulence. Everything is fine. Look out the window. You’re missing the clouds.” Gabriel placed a gentle hand on hers.

      “I think I’m fine staring at the ceiling, thank you.”

      “I thought you said you’d always wanted to fly?” Gabriel said.

      “I’m beginning to think what I really wanted was to have flown, like in the past. I’ll be fine after we’re safely on the ground.”

      “Can I remind you that I can fly without the plane? If we go down, I will break through the wall and carry you to safety.”

      She scoffed. “And what about the rest of the people on this flight?”

      He ran a knuckle across her cheek. “You are an encyclopedia of magical talent. You must have a levitation spell in there.”

      Closing her eyes, she sifted through her brain. Her fingers relaxed. “Yeah, I do.”

      “Good. Now look at the clouds. We have first-class seats. You might as well enjoy them.”

      She opened her eyes and took a long look out the window. “It’s like a bed of cotton candy.”

      Gabriel’s grin reflected back at her in the window. He took her hand and began massaging life back into it. He paused to play with her engagement ring.

      “Now that you’re no longer catatonic with terror, I was hoping we could talk,” he said.

      “About what?”

      “Tobias. I’m not sure how he’ll react when we show up on his doorstep. He left abruptly and not on the most pleasant of terms.”

      Raven shrugged. “All you can do is try. If he doesn’t want to hear about our engagement, we simply won’t invite him to the wedding.”

      Gabriel stared at his fingers intertwined with hers.

      “There’s something else, isn’t there?”

      “We need to convince Tobias that what we saw in Paragon is real. All my siblings need to know what our mother did to us. They need to understand the peril our home is in.”

      Raven balked. “What? I thought this was about getting Tobias to come to our wedding?”

      “It is. But it’s also about having a witness. I have an obligation to tell the others about Eleanor. They need to be prepared in case she retaliates.”

      “Do you think that’s likely?”

      “No. She doesn’t know who you are or where you came from. Still, I would want to know if one of the others was in my place.”

      “This isn’t something for a quick text or phone call, huh?”

      “No.” He glanced down at his feet. “Most of us haven’t spoken in hundreds of years, Raven. I was only able to contact Tobias by phone because we bumped into each other not so long ago. The rest of us went our separate ways long before cell phones or surnames. Tobias knows where Rowan is. Beyond that, I have little to go on.”

      “So… this trip is about persuading Tobias to get involved and to help us track down your other siblings so that we can tell them your mother betrayed them?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you want me to help you.” Raven crossed her arms over her chest.

      “Yes.”

      “Gabriel, why didn’t you tell me this before? Why make me believe this was all engagement related?”

      “Honestly?”

      “Honestly.”

      “I was afraid I would frighten you. After your experience in Paragon and then with Crimson, I wanted to give you a few days freedom without another thing to worry about.”

      “And you are telling me now because…”

      “Richard told me to. He said human partners do not like having information withheld for their safety and comfort.”

      Raven pursed her lips. “For a gay man, Richard knows a lot about women.”

      “Are you angry with me?”

      She gave an exaggerated sigh and leaned over to kiss his cheek. “No, although Richard is right. You should tell me these things. As your soon-to-be wife, I should be the first to know your innermost thoughts. You don’t have to be afraid to share with me. I know what I’ve signed up for. I’m all in, baby.”

      He threaded his fingers with hers and leaned back in his seat. “Good. Because you’ve never known turbulence until you’ve seen my family together.”
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      Thank you for reading  Gabriel and Raven’s story! Want more? Subscribe to my newsletter and the first thing you’ll get is a DRAGON OF NEW ORLEANS bonus epilogue!

      NEXT UP in the Treasure of Paragon series is Tobias and Sabrina’s story in WINDY CITY DRAGON. This book takes place in Chicago and features Tobias and Sabrina, but you’ll see more of Gabriel and Raven as well.
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      Winter in Chicago cut deep. It raged with wind that snapped and cold that gnawed, a four-month attack by Mother Nature that ravaged the city like a relentless, icy beast. For Dr. Tobias Winthrop, whose core temperature was normally a blistering 113 degrees, the cold was shocking but harmless to his constitution. Dragons couldn’t freeze to death or catch human ailments. He hadn’t suffered so much as a cough in over three hundred years.

      Tobias didn't like to think about his dragon nature. After so many years alone, he'd put it behind him and swore to live his life as close to human as possible. Anything else was far too painful.

      His resolve had been tested when his brother had phoned him out of the blue weeks ago. Gabriel had needed his help combating a life-threatening voodoo curse. Despite his reservations, Tobias had done all he could for his brother and his mate, a witch named Raven. He hadn’t heard from the pair since.

      He was afraid to look too closely into his brother’s fate. Tobias had sacrificed his principles to try to save his brother’s life. By helping him, he'd tacitly accepted Gabriel's forbidden relationship and broken his queen mother’s final command to stay apart from his siblings. But the turbocharge on his slip and slide into hell had been helping the two go back to Paragon. All these years, he’d worked tirelessly to put his dragon past behind him and become the healer he was meant to be. Helping Gabriel had ripped a scab off a wound he’d thought had healed.

      But that was over now. He’d returned to an almost human life.

      Almost. 

      Tobias toyed with the amulet in his pocket. Helping his brother hadn’t entirely been a selfless act. He’d asked for one thing in return, a healing amulet that once belonged to the indigenous guide who had led him and his siblings through the wilds of early America. Tonight, he hoped the amulet would save a child’s life.

      Despite decades practicing medicine with superhuman precision, one case had been his nemesis. He hesitated outside room 5830, looked both ways to confirm the hall was empty, then slipped inside his patient’s room.

      The child, Katelyn, slept curled on her side, the tubes and machine she was wired to lording over her tiny body like a mechanical monster. Her pale blond hair curled against the pillow, her eyelashes softly feathering her alabaster cheeks. He frowned at the dusky-blue rim of her bottom lip.

      Katelyn suffered from a complicated condition. A nasty, yet-unidentified virus had infected her heart and was slowly, torturously bleeding her life away. A heart transplant was her best chance of survival, but it was risky. No one understood this virus; therefore no one could say if it would attack the new heart as well. Active systemic infection was a contraindication of a heart transplant. As long as the virus was in her blood, she would not get the heart she needed.

      Without his help, Katelyn would die.

      Sick children died every day. Tobias should have faced the inevitability of human death and dealt with it as all doctors did, with grace and acceptance. Instead, he’d sold his soul for a miracle. Silently, he removed the one-of-a-kind, ancient healing amulet from his pocket and positioned it around her neck.

      By the Mountain, he was pitiful.

      Her eyes blinked open, and she drew a heavy breath through her nose. The oxygen tube there cut a line across her cheeks, and the air bubbled in the humidifying chamber with her effort.

      “Hi, Dr. Toby,” she said in her sweet child’s voice. Her giant blue eyes locked onto him. Total trust. Total innocence. She did not question what he was doing even though he and the nurses had poked her limbs with needles and performed every manner of painful procedure on her over the past several months. She showed no fear. The brave girl only thought to say hello. No tears. No complaints.

      “Shh,” he said. “I didn’t mean to wake you. I need you to wear this special necklace for a few hours. I’ll be back to get it later.”

      “Why?” She looked down at the pearlescent white disk against her skin.

      “It’s a secret.”

      “Where did you get it?”

      “Where do you think?”

      “It looks like a seashell. I think you got it from a mermaid,” she said between breaths.

      Who was he to deny a sick little girl a fantasy?

      “Our secret,” he responded, placing a finger over his lips. “I’ll be back later to retrieve it. The mermaid king loaned it to me for one night only.”

      “Whoa.” Eyes wide, she strained to smile. “Really?”

      “Close your eyes, Katelyn,” he said. He was relieved when she obeyed. “Good girl. Now, dream of a mermaid kingdom. I’ll check on you later.” He tucked the blankets around her.

      A few hours with the amulet should heal her, although he couldn’t recall it ever being used on an illness like this. If memory served, Maiara, the native healer who had created the amulet, had used it mostly on injuries, not illnesses. It didn’t matter. Indeed, he had no other choice but to try. His own magic wasn’t right for this situation. Dragons could heal but only by binding, and binding one so young would be unforgivable. No. This was his last hope. He was sure it broke all sorts of ethical boundaries.

      It was not like Tobias to break the rules. He wasn’t proud of his newfound flirtation with rebellion. Not one bit.

      He left the room, completely distracted by his conflicting emotions on the issue, and slammed right into a blur of red and surgical green careening down the hall. Coffee splashed. A box flew and skimmed across the floor. He squatted down to retrieve it.

      “Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t see you.” When he handed the box back to the nurse he’d collided with, he did a double take. Sabrina Bishop. He didn’t work with her as often as he’d like, but when he did, the experience was memorable.

      Sabrina reminded him of cherry pie—fresh, sweet, warm. She was the type who always asked about a patient’s feelings, who held a parent’s hand during a procedure, who spent way too much time talking to the hospital chaplain. Her hair, which was the bright red of maple leaves, and her milky complexion didn’t hurt the comparison either. He frowned at the coffee stain on her scrubs. “Let me get you something for that.”

      “Never mind. I’ve got it.” She rounded the corner of the nurses station and took a seat behind the desk. Grabbing a fistful of tissues, she set the red box he’d retrieved down on the counter and dabbed at the spill.

      “Animal crackers?” Tobias eyed the snack box, the corner of his mouth twitching upward. “Are those for you or a patient?”

      She flashed him a smile. “For me. Why?”

      “It’s just I haven’t seen anyone over the age of five eat animal crackers in a while… like ever.”

      Leaning back in the chair, she raised her chin and stared down her nose at him. “I’ll have you know I do it as a mental health exercise.”

      He snorted. “How is eating animal crackers a mental health exercise?”

      “Have you heard the saying ‘How do you eat an elephant? One bite at a time’?”

      “Sure.”

      “Well, how do you eat animal crackers? One elephant at a time.” She tore open the box and popped a cracker into her mouth. “It makes me feel like I’ve accomplished something.”

      He narrowed his eyes and shook his head. “That makes no logical sense.”

      “Logic is highly overrated, Doctor. You should ditch logic in favor of magic.”

      Their eyes caught and held. Her use of the word magic unsettled him. It hit too close to his open wound. Could she see through his facade to who he actually was, not human but dragon? Did she suspect he’d just slipped a healing amulet around the neck of a dying girl?

      He pushed off the counter. “I should continue my rounds.”

      “Sad case, huh?” She gestured toward Katelyn’s room with her head.

      “We work in a pediatric hospital, Sabrina.” He cracked his neck and sank his hands into the pockets of his lab coat. “All cases are sad. Children do not belong in hospitals.”

      She popped another cracker in her mouth and stared at him with a piercing green gaze that seemed to cut straight to his soul. Was she assessing him? The look on her face was strange, unreadable. He didn’t need this right now. If a woman like her pulled the right string, he might unravel like an old, worn sweater.

      “Well, I should, er—” He moved away from her.

      “Doctor, can I talk to you for a moment in private?” Sabrina gestured over her shoulder with her thumb.

      He gave her a confused look. “We are alone.”

      “It’s important. I need to show you something.” Sabrina pointed toward the corner stairwell. She led the way, holding the door open for him. Reluctantly, he followed her, trying to avoid noticing the way her scrubs hugged her backside. The tips of his fingers itched to stroke the silken red length of her hair. This was probably not a good idea.

      He hurried after her.

      Only when they were both in the stairwell and the door was closed behind them did she address him. “You don’t have to pretend with me.” She stalked toward him.

      He retreated, keeping space between them until his back hit the wall and he could go no farther. “What are we talking about?”

      “You don’t have to act like you don’t care about these kids. You’re not some kind of medical machine.”

      “Miss Bishop—”

      “I watch you, Tobias. I see how much you love these kids, how much it kills you each and every time you can’t fix a patient’s heart. You say it’s all part of the job, but I can see that it’s an act. The more you deny it, the more it’s going to eat away at you.” She stepped in closer. By the Mountain, she smelled good, like honey and moonlight.

      Tobias’s body responded. It had been decades since he’d been with a woman. Decades since he’d trusted anyone enough to be intimate. Trust was difficult when you were an immortal living among humans. Relationships brought with them complications, the risk of exposure, the reality that he could never truly share who or what he was with anyone. How could you have intimacy when the other person wasn’t just a different gender but a different species?

      “Thank you,” he said curtly. “If I ever need a shoulder to cry on, yours will be the one.” He shifted to the side to walk around her but she blocked him with a hand to his chest. Her eyes searched his. A circle of heat bloomed where she touched him.

      “Nothing rattles you, does it?” she said softly. “Nothing raises your blood pressure. Sometimes I wonder if you are a robot. Do you have a beating heart, Tobias, or are you made of chips and wires?”

      “I am not a robot,” Tobias said firmly. His pulse quickened. Could she feel that? He had no control over it or his growing erection. He needed to get out of this stairwell. “Sabrina, this is—”

      Without warning, her lips slammed into his. The kiss was hard, searching. He didn’t have the strength to stop her even if he’d wanted to. Something primal and urgent caused his hand to tangle in her hair and his tongue to sweep into her mouth. By the Mountain, she tasted good. He forgot where he was, forgot who he was. He gripped her ass, the beast inside him suddenly desperate to be inside her, to claim her.

      All too soon, she planted both hands on his chest and pushed him away. “Not a robot.” She panted, breathless. She wiped under her bottom lip.

      He opened his mouth to say something, anything, but his mind had gone completely blank. If he were truly human, he might tell her the kiss was inappropriate. But how could he do that when he desperately wanted to kiss her again? She placed a finger over his lips before he could say a word.

      “Look me in the eye,” she commanded. He did and was surprised when her green eyes glowed a bright, silvery blue. “You will not remember this. If anyone asks what we did in here today, you will say we talked about Katelyn. We never kissed. You will wait here for five minutes and then go about your business.” Her eyes stopped glowing, and she smiled sweetly up at him, her cheeks rosy. Was it his imagination, or did her skin look more vibrant than a moment before? “Thank you, Dr. Winthrop. I find our talks incredibly refreshing. You have a good heart.”

      She turned on her heel and strode from the staircase with a new pep in her step. Tobias blinked once, twice, three times. He pressed two fingers into his lips and chuckled under his breath. Was she a witch? No. He would have smelled her if she was. But she was something. Something that didn’t realize her mind control had no effect on him.

      He wiped a thumb over his lips and grinned, striding for the door. “Miss Bishop?” She was gone, but there was someone else at the end of the hall, someone he hadn’t been sure he’d ever see again, and the sight of him was a bucket of ice water on his libido. He made no attempt to disguise his scowl.

      “Hello, brother,” Gabriel said. “Aren’t you going to welcome me to the Windy City?”
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      With the taste of Tobias still on her lips, Sabrina raced toward the women’s restroom. Thank the goddess the other nurses were busy with patients tonight. If someone had seen her, her superhuman speed might have raised eyebrows. Calling attention to herself was the last thing she wanted to do.

      She burst through the door and lunged for the sink, splashing cold water on her face. When she raised her head and looked at herself in the mirror, she got a horror-movie-worthy view of her fangs slipping back into her gums.

      Fuck! What the hell was wrong with her? She hadn’t sprung fang involuntarily in years. As a vampire-human hybrid, she didn’t need to feed on blood like other vampires. Energy was enough. And holy hell did Tobias have energy. She could feel it coursing hot and fast through her veins, warming her cheeks and rushing through her torso like she’d done the world’s biggest shot of espresso. She used a paper towel to dry her face and took a shaky step back from the sink.

      To say she was surprised was an understatement. Oh, she’d suspected that there was more to Tobias than his reserved and reticent exterior. He’d always conjured a clever quip on the rare occasions they’d had time between patients to converse. She’d found him interesting for years. Only, until tonight, she’d assumed his pool of emotional energy was relatively shallow.

      Humans with sharp tempers, a quick laugh, or easy tears usually provided the best meals, and Tobias was the exact opposite. He was conspicuously cool, calm, and collected, even in the most stressful situations. She’d never seen so much as a flicker of emotional volatility until tonight. When he’d emerged from that patient’s room, he’d been almost glowing with joy. That’s why she’d targeted him. His unguarded aura was irresistible. And so, it seemed, was the taste of him.

      She touched her lips. Tobias had turned out to be a wellspring of deep and intense emotion like she’d never felt before. It was like drinking from a fire hose.

      Her fingers found her temple, and she wobbled on her feet. Oh hell, espresso had nothing on Tobias’s energy. Sabrina felt almost… high. Her nervous system was sending up fireworks, and all the twinkling lights were going off in her head. She steadied herself on the bathroom stall.

      A long, loud burp escaped her lips. She giggled. Damn.

      Her butt tingled. Stopped. Tingled again. Oh, her phone! She pulled it from her pocket and cursed. Texts. Lots of them. From Tristan. She was late, and oh hell the vampire was not reading a magazine or playing Words with Friends to pass the time. If the texts were any indication, he was livid. She shoved the phone back into her pocket and rushed toward their rendezvous point.

      The blood bank was on a different floor of the hospital, and units of blood were strictly monitored. But being a vampire had its advantages. A human mind was no match for vampire persuasion.

      “Hey, Julie. I have a requisition.” Sabrina smiled at the older woman and handed her a blank sheet of paper. The tech often worked nights and was easily susceptible to compulsion.

      “This is blank,” Julie said in confusion.

      “Look at me.” Sabrina grabbed Julie’s arm and she obeyed. “I have an order for twelve units of blood. You’re going to let me back there to get it. Once I’m done, you will forget I was ever here.”

      The older woman stared vacantly at her, pupils dilating. “Of course. Everything is in order. Take what you need.” She absently placed the blank sheet of paper on her pile of requisitions and unlocked the door to the blood bank for her.

      Sabrina wasn’t even to the first cooler when a breeze on the back of her neck and the scent of cigar smoke told her Tristan was right behind her.

      “You’re late,” he said.

      She glared at him over her shoulder. Tristan was the quintessential Chicago vamp, short and stocky with a thick head of slicked-back hair as dark as his soul. His eyes were brown and always ringed with silver. The effect was a rheumy and dull appearance she was glad she didn’t share with her brethren.

      “I was working. I had a patient emergency. Do you want this blood or not?” Sabrina popped out a hip. Her emotional grid was buzzing with the negative vibes Tristan was putting off. Jealousy sliced through her psyche like arrows, and anger and malice pummeled her emotional radar. As always, she hid any reaction. Full-blooded vampires couldn’t read emotions like she could. It was a private talent. Nothing good would come of flaunting it.

      “Oh, I want the blood,” Tristan said. “I also want to know why you look like you’re overfed. Your cheeks are red and you’re unsteady on your feet like a… like a mortal.”

      She scoffed. “I am not like a mortal. But I did have an errand to run for Father in daylight today, so I might need rest. You wouldn’t know anything about that though, right?”

      He recoiled, his lip curling. Unlike Tristan and the rest of the Chicago coven, Sabrina was born, not made. Half human and half vampire. That meant she was the only one in her coven who could daywalk. Although her skin burned easily in the sun, it wasn’t in an obviously inhuman way. She could believably blame her Irish complexion for any quick redness. It would take prolonged exposure to kill her, unlike Tristan, who would burst into flames the moment a UV ray touched him.

      Along with her ability to subsist on human food and energy instead of blood, her hybrid nature was a boon for the coven, allowing her to hold the human job that kept their emergency blood stores full. It also meant she was her father’s favorite. Her daddy, the only vampire to ever sire a hybrid, was coven master. He’d never hidden the fact he planned for Sabrina to take his place one day. She’d been training to do so from birth.

      It was times like this she didn’t mind using her place to put Tristan in his. The guy was genuinely a dick. She snatched his messenger bag from his hands. It was specially lined to keep the blood cool until he could make it back to coven headquarters. She started loading the bag with an assortment of blood types.

      “You know, Sabrina, you think you’re so important, so untouchable.” Tristan sneered. He swaggered toward her and lowered his voice. “The coven doesn’t even know for sure that you’re immortal. Although I’d be happy to test you for immortality if you’d like. Drowning would be the easiest way. If you come back, you’re one of us. If not, you’re one of them.”

      She thrust the full satchel into his hands and ushered him toward the door. “I’ll make you a deal, Tristan. I’ll let you drown me the day you can do it outside, at noon, in full sun. Until then, you’ll just have to assume I’m immortal like you.”

      “You are nothing like me.” He looked at her then like a dog about to bite. “It’s only a matter of time until your father and the coven sees you for what you are. You’re not master material. You’d rather be here caring for these walking bloodbags”—he gestured toward Julie—“than leading our coven.”

      “You need to leave.”

      “Why don’t you just admit it and save us both a lot of trouble? I’m older than you. I’m stronger. I have more experience. If it wasn’t for your father—”

      “You’d be out on the street, fending for yourself. Be thankful he keeps you around. Although if we ever have a conversation like this again, I swear to you I will relay every word of it to him.”

      “He’ll never believe you. Your Dad and I go way back, sweetheart. He knows I have a significant following in the coven. He’s not going to cut me loose because you say I hurt your feelings.”

      “No? Care to test that theory?”

      Tristan buckled the messenger bag and turned to leave. “Fucking bitch,” he muttered under his breath.

      A hot wave of rage crashed through Sabrina and her vampire side engaged as if he’d thrown a switch in her torso. In an instant she was on him, fangs fully extended. Before she could even process what she was doing, she’d fisted his greasy black hair and forced his head back on his neck until he had to arch on his tiptoes to keep his head attached to his shoulders. She rested the blade of a pair of open scissors at the base of his throat. When had she picked up the scissors? She couldn’t remember. She must have swept them into her hand instinctively, just as what came out of her mouth next was the product of pure, unadulterated instinct.

      “Say that to my face,” she hissed into his ear. “Or would you rather apologize?”

      “Sorry,” he said, groaning. He held up the blood between them. “Let me go. I’ve got to get this back to the coven.” The scissors couldn’t kill him—they’d have to be made of wood or silver to do that—but she could hurt him. She was strong enough to carve that smug grin off his face and seriously ruin his day.

      Cursing, she pushed him away from her. He was gone in the blink of an eye. Damn, where had that come from? She normally didn’t lose her cool over the likes of Tristan. Not that Tristan didn’t have it coming. Vampires were naturally aggressive. She’d been dealing with his shit for years. He just wasn’t worth the effort. Father always said violence was only the answer when you didn’t want anyone to ever ask a certain question again.

      With a sigh, she pulled the blank sheet of paper off Julie’s pile, and slipped out the door.

      “Thanks, Julie. Have a good night.”

      “You’re welcome, sweetheart,” the woman replied without looking up. “Anytime.”

      Sabrina chuckled softly. She fully intended to take her up on that offer.
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      “What are you doing here?” Tobias stopped short outside the door to the stairwell, his eyes darting to the hall behind Gabriel, hoping to catch another glimpse of the intriguing Sabrina. She was gone. He inhaled deeply but couldn’t catch her honey-and-moonlight scent under the smoky odor of his sibling. Fuck, that kiss was…

      “Is that any way to greet your flesh and blood?” Gabriel arched a brow. “Last you saw me, I was at death’s door.”

      Tobias’s eyes widened, and he checked for eavesdroppers over both shoulders. He gripped Gabriel by the upper arm and shoved him down the hall. To be sure, his brother had always been the more powerful of the two, and had he not wanted to move, Tobias couldn’t have made him. Thankfully, he was conveniently compliant.

      “This way.” Tobias guided his brother into a consultation room and closed the door behind them. “Are you insane, Gabriel? This is my place of work! What are you doing here?”

      Gabriel paced to the window on the far wall, glancing out over the city of Chicago. Giant white flakes swirled on the other side of the glass. Snow again. To Tobias, it felt like being locked inside a medical snow globe. He braced himself for a firm shake.

      As his brother’s hand came to rest on one of the consult room’s beige chairs, Tobias noticed that Gabriel’s emerald ring glowed brightly again. Solid emerald green. “I see you broke the curse on your ring.”

      “I should have called. My apologies.” Gabriel turned to face him. “My survival did not come easily.”

      Tobias shook his head. “I’m relieved you’re alive. I am.”

      “That’s good to know. I’d find it disconcerting if you’d gone from indifference to wanting me dead.”

      “I was never indifferent, Gabriel. Don’t be dramatic.”

      “Then why does this welcome feel as cold as your city?”

      “Dr. Tobias Winthrop doesn’t have a brother, you understand. I have an identity here, a life, a career. People know me. They’ll ask questions.”

      Gabriel closed his eyes and frowned. When he opened them again, he placed a hand over his heart. “And I called you brother in public. My sincere apologies, Tobias. Truly, I was careless. From now on, you are Dr. Winthrop and we are simply old friends.”

      Tobias focused on his brother’s emerald ring again. “How did you break the curse?”

      “Raven.”

      “The witch.”

      “My mate, yes. Raven killed the voodoo queen who cursed me. It is a long, complicated story, but suffice it to say, she saved my life.”

      “I am relieved for you, brother, although you know how I feel about your relationship with Raven.”

      Gabriel sighed, the city lights like stars behind his head. There was an intensity in his eyes Tobias hadn’t seen before. The mating bond, he supposed. He could still smell her on him. What would it be like to be crazy from love? The concept seemed so foreign to him.

      “I’ve asked Raven to marry me.”

      “By the Mountain.” Tobias cursed. “Gabriel, you cannot continue a relationship with this witch. It’s forbidden!”

      “Forbidden by whom, Tobias? Mother and Uncle are ruling Paragon beyond the rule of law, and that’s not even considering the immorality of their incestuous relationship. I hardly think that some edict Brynhoff handed down a few centuries ago holds any weight given the circumstances.”

      Tobias slashed a hand through the air. “Two wrongs don’t make a right. I knew what she was and I helped you. I don’t regret that. I’d do it again. I understand, I do. You’ve shed the old ways. We all have to some extent, living here. I’ve buried the past so deep sometimes I forget I was ever a dragon. I know you can't undo the mating bond, but can't you see that being with this witch is dangerous, brother? Now that you’re safe, I can’t condone it. I won’t be a part of it.” He stared at his brother for a long moment. “Why did you come here?”

      Gabriel rubbed his jaw. “She’s here, Tobias.”

      Tobias swore. “Where?”

      “Downstairs. In the coffee shop.”

      “Why?”

      “Raven wanted to get to know you. We’re getting married in the human tradition. We wanted to thank you for what you did for us and invite you to the wedding. Our family has stayed apart too long. It’s time we got to know each other again.”

      Tobias shook his head. “Mother warned us to stay apart for our protection.”

      “Everything Mother told us was a lie,” Gabriel said.

      Tobias cringed, his stomach locking down, his hands fisting.

      Gabriel didn’t let up. “Raven and I saw her on the throne. She’s ruling at Brynhoff’s side.”

      Tobias shook his head. “I don’t believe it.”

      “Have you ever known me to be a liar?”

      All of Tobias’s instincts said no. Gabriel had never been dishonest before. He’d been trained as a warrior in Paragon, a position that valued honesty and valor.

      “Why would I lie to you?” Gabriel asked.

      Tobias was quick to answer. “If the rule of law in Paragon is corrupt, then there is no reason you can’t take Raven as your bride, is there? I think you have a strong motivation to lie, brother, as out of character as the behavior might be for you.”

      “That is not what is happening here!” Gabriel growled and rushed Tobias, stopping mere inches from his face.

      Tobias flashed back to Paragon, to being slammed onto the practice mat by his older brother like a royal practice dummy. He held his ground, but his stomach clenched. He did not miss those days. Not at all. “Are you going to pummel me for old times’ sake?”

      “I’m telling you the truth.” Gabriel rubbed the back of his neck as if he desperately needed to keep his hands busy. Perhaps pummeling Tobias was more of a temptation than he’d assumed.  “We came here to properly thank you for your help and to show you that you’re family. I also came to warn you about Mother and Brynhoff. She didn’t see me, but she did see Raven. If she suspects—”

      “You’re welcome,” Tobias interrupted. “I’ve heard your story; now I think you should go. When it comes to Mother and Paragon, I…”

      “You don’t believe me.” Gabriel’s jaw tightened. “You don’t believe that Mother was part of the coup and lied to us all those years ago.”

      “I don’t know what I believe. Paragon may be a different place now. Maybe you saw something, but I’m not sure it means what you think it means. What I am sure about is we are not in any danger. If either Brynhoff or our mother, assuming she is in fact still alive, wanted to pursue us in this realm, they would have done so long ago.”

      Gabriel narrowed his eyes. “Hmm. Don’t you want to find out? Don’t you want to know for sure?”

      “Not really.” Tobias watched his brother gape in disapproval. “I live as a human now, Gabriel. Aside from helping you, it’s been years since I’ve thought about Paragon. Longer still since I gave up on ever going back. Let me make it clear, in case I didn’t before—I don’t care what’s happening in Paragon.”

      “You don’t mean that.”

      “It has nothing to do with me or my work.”

      “Then my being with Raven shouldn’t bother you. My being near you shouldn’t concern you. If you aren’t concerned with Paragon, why would you be concerned with the old law?”

      “I think you should go.” Tobias took a deep breath through his nose. His brother’s logic was sound, but it made Tobias nervous having him around. Gabriel wore his otherworldliness like a cologne. Not something that stood out in the New Orleans French Quarter where the supernatural was practically a cottage industry, but here in Chicago, he and Raven were a risk to Tobias’s tenuous human life. He loved being a doctor and had worked hard to build a life for himself here. One snap of Raven's fingers and she could ruin it all, force him to take on a new identity.

      Gabriel nodded slowly. “As you wish, brother, but can I ask you for one small favor before I do?”

      “What kind of favor?”

      “It’s the middle of the night. Raven is exhausted and we have no place to go. Please, Tobias, allow us to stay with you, at least until I am able to arrange transportation back to New Orleans.” The direct eye contact Gabriel doled out made it clear that there was only one answer acceptable to their kind.

      Tobias rolled his head on his neck and stared at the ceiling tiles. They were in Chicago. The city had about fifty thousand hotel rooms. He could call the local Four Seasons and pay to put them up. But as Gabriel was aware, proper Paragonian etiquette required a royal to host another royal when asked. It would be hypocritical for Tobias to harp on Paragonian law but not keep to the social expectations of his people.

      Besides, he genuinely missed his brother. And although he didn’t welcome the disruption to his well-ordered life, he could not deny they had a bond or that this was a rare chance to foster it. He’d once loved his siblings, all of them. He was their practice partner, their confidant, the one who wasn’t strong enough to be a threat in the training room so could be a true friend outside of it. There was a reason Gabriel had called him when he needed help. Having Gabriel here provoked a deep tug in his sternum, a feeling between reminiscence and nostalgia. What could one night hurt?

      “One night. Tell Raven no witchcraft in my house.”

      “Thank you, Tobias.” Gabriel bowed his head slightly.

      “You’ll have to wait until I finish my shift. We’ll go back to my place together.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Tobias nodded. “One night and then we go back to the way things were, understood?”

      “Understood.”

      With a curt nod, Tobias readied himself to make a hasty exit only to be pulled into a firm hug by his brother. His spine stiffened. Hesitantly, he patted Gabriel’s back before pulling away again. Without another word, he turned and briskly escaped into the predictable sterility of his work.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      At times Raven believed that the day she had woken in her hospice room to find Gabriel standing at the end of her bed was the first day of her real life. Everything before that moment, when he’d fed her his tooth, cured her cancer, and ignited what would become her blazing passion for him, seemed like another lifetime—nothing but practice for the real thing. This… this was real life, cruising down the road in a new city, eating new foods, feeling like the person next to her was the piece of her soul she’d been missing all along.

      “Wow, the architecture here is different from home. These houses look like castles.” Raven watched the brownstones go by as Gabriel turned from West Fullerton onto Lincoln Park West, guided by the GPS that came with their rental vehicle. They’d started out following Tobias’s Toyota Land Cruiser but had been cut off by a yellow cab. The roads were icy, and Gabriel chose to slow down rather than risk an accident. A few texts later and he had Tobias’s address. It appeared they were close.

      “I’ve been meaning to ask you, why isn’t Tobias’s last name Blakemore? You’re brothers.” She stared absently out the window.

      Gabriel laughed. “We’ve had many last names over the decades, all invented. In Paragon, we are addressed by our first name and our title. No surnames. Winthrop is simply the name he’s chosen for this identity.”

      “And you just reinvent yourself over and over as the humans around you age?”

      “Something like that. Dragons can change their appearance at will. We can age ourselves when we need to, alter certain features. It’s not as difficult as you might imagine.”

      “Sounds lonely.”

      He cast her a small smile. “Not anymore.”

      She pecked him on the cheek.

      “Here it is.” Gabriel turned between two snowdrifts and proceeded down a narrow drive that bisected the row houses. At the back of the residence, he parked next to Tobias’s SUV in a small parking lot. But, although his hand rested on the keys in the ignition, he did not turn the engine off.

      “What’s wrong?” Raven asked. “Why aren’t we getting out?”

      “There’s something I need to talk to you about before we go inside. I didn’t tell you everything about my conversation with Tobias.”

      Raven leaned back in her seat. “You hardly told me anything. We talked more about the deep-dish pizza than your brother. What’s going on?”

      Gabriel’s eyes met hers. “He doesn’t approve of your being a witch.”

      Tracing the cupholder with her finger, she thought back to her short interaction with Tobias in New Orleans. “Oh, he has no problem with my being a witch. He’s known witches before, remember? He told us so… the friend he knew in college. He has nothing against witches per se. What he has a problem with is his brother being mated to a witch. That’s the forbidden part, isn’t it? Which means he still puts faith in your mother and Brynhoff.”

      Gabriel glanced toward the door to the house. “He wasn’t with us when we saw them together in the Obsidian Palace. He doesn’t believe us.”

      Raven groaned. She should have expected this. Tobias’s reaction when Gabriel told him she was a witch wasn’t positive, and although he’d always treated her kindly and had been charming in his own way, he had left abruptly after they’d returned from Paragon. Her heart sank. She’d wanted this to be a friendly family reunion, a celebration of their engagement. Now she felt like she was coming between Gabriel and his brother.

      “Maybe he believes you,” she said as the thought occurred to her, “but he doesn’t believe you saw what you think you saw.”

      “He mentioned something about that. It is possible he assumes there is another explanation for Eleanor’s behavior.”

      “There’s only one thing we can do.” Raven turned toward him in her seat. “We have to win him over. If we can gain his trust, we can convince him that what happened in Paragon is real.”

      Gabriel nodded. “I agree, little witch. That’s why it might be better for you to not mention witchcraft while we’re here. We don’t want to scare him away. If you don’t use your power in his presence, he might come around faster. And…”

      “What?” Raven placed a hand on his arm, imploring him with her eyes to explain this turn of events.

      “He said we couldn’t stay here unless you promised you wouldn’t use witchcraft.”

      “Right.” She inhaled deeply. A wave of disappointment crashed into her. As a new witch, practicing her craft was both fulfilling and necessary. Raven absorbed magic. What she practiced stayed with her. What she didn’t was lost. But the fear of losing her power wasn’t nearly as disturbing as the nagging feeling that Tobias disapproved of her, not only what she was but who she was. She placed a hand on Gabriel’s. This was hard for him too. There wasn’t room for her to wallow in her own emotions. “I was your everyday powerless human for twenty-three years. I’m sure I can pretend to be one for the length of our visit. How long are we staying?”

      Gabriel raised an eyebrow. “I persuaded him to let us stay the night.”

      “Oh. Not a long time to pretend then.” Raven froze. Over Gabriel’s right shoulder, she saw something move in the arborvitae behind the small parking area. “Gabriel, I think someone is watching us. Not Tobias.”

      Gabriel glanced over his shoulder, a low growl percolating deep inside his chest. “I see him too.”

      “Who do you think it could be?”

      “I’m not sure, but I don’t like it. Let’s get inside where it’s safe. Stay close to me.” He turned off the engine and opened his door.

      A surge of icy wind stung Raven’s cheeks, and she pulled her new heavy wool coat closer around her neck. She climbed from her side of the car and walked around the hood to Gabriel. From where they parked, they’d have to pass the shadowy figure to get to Tobias’s back door. She pressed close to Gabriel’s side.

      “Stop,” a man’s voice said as he sprang from the evergreens. A dark hood concealed his face, and there was something in his gloved hand, partially hidden by the sleeve of his puffy blue-and-orange coat. A gun?

      “Pagoma!” Raven’s hand arced through the air, her emerald ring glowing like a star—she’d recently enchanted it to magnify her magic—and the man froze. His body tilted forward precariously. She’d stopped him midstride.

      “I thought we agreed no magic,” Tobias stage-whispered from his door. He jogged down the steps toward them.

      “He had a gun,” Raven said, although, now that the man wasn’t moving, the thing in his hand didn’t look as threatening as it had before.

      Tobias groaned and closed his eyes for a beat. “It’s his phone, Raven. This is Mr. Gilbert from next door. He monitors the parking lot. I forgot to tell you they require parking decals here.” He held up a rectangular card with a number on it and pointed toward the dashboard.

      “Oh. Oh no.” Raven’s chest felt heavy. Right after promising Gabriel she wouldn’t, not only had she used magic but she’d done it directly  in front of his brother! What a mess! She eyed Mr. Gilbert contritely, chewing her lip. There was only one way to fix this. In for a penny, in for a pound. A memory wipe should do the trick. She strode to the man and took his frozen hand in hers.

      “Wait. Don—”

      “Freskaro,” she said.

      Mr. Gilbert blinked his eyes and shook his head before looking down at their coupled hands.

      “It’s so nice to meet you,” Raven said. “I really appreciate your taking the time to introduce yourself.”

      The man cleared his throat, looking utterly confused. “Dis is private parkin’.”

      “We have the placard now, see?” She pointed to the parking pass on their dashboard. “Tobias brought it out for us.”

      Mr. Gilbert showed a few yellow teeth. “Right. I says to Tobias, you can’t have your people comin’ in here without a pass. Glad ta see he did da right thing. You guys enjoy your stay now.”

      Raven tried not to laugh at the man’s thick accent. He made “here” sound like two syllables and made “without” sound like “wit out.” It was charming. She released the man’s hand and gave him a warm smile.

      “Thank you, Mr. Gilbert,” Tobias called, ushering Gabriel and Raven inside. As soon as the door was closed behind them, Gabriel started to apologize. “It was a simple misunderstanding—”

      “Save it, Gabriel.” Tobias’s hand waved dismissively between them. His face had gone red and his lips were a thin, tight line. “You promised she wouldn’t use magic in my house. You broke that promise. I think you should stay in a hotel tonight.”

      “Please, Tobias, I never used magic in your house.” Raven met his eyes and placed a hand gently on his forearm. “I wouldn’t have used it at all if I hadn’t felt we were threatened. Please don’t blame Gabriel. It was my slip and it won’t happen again. You have my word.”

      When Tobias’s gaze dropped to the place she touched him, she sensed a warm tingle of power that moved through her skin at the point of contact. She was absorbing his energy without even trying. Raven needed to get that under control; it was a dead giveaway that she was a witch. She removed her hand, hoping he hadn’t noticed.

      If he had noticed, he didn’t mention it. Instead, he swallowed and said, “Okay. As long as we have an understanding.”

      Gabriel smiled. “I’ll get the bags out of the car.” He pulled his coat tighter around him and slipped out the door again.

      “You have a beautiful home,” Raven said. They were in a mudroom with pale gray walls and white cabinetry. There was a washer and dryer against one wall and a large folding table. It looked like something out of a magazine, tidy and clean, not a stray detergent cup or speck of dryer lint anywhere.

      “You’ve only seen my mudroom, but thank you.” The corner of Tobias’s mouth twitched.

      His build and coloring was so different from Gabriel’s; it was hard to believe they were brothers. Although both males were exceptionally tall, where Gabriel was dark and stocky, Tobias was long and lean. Pale and blond, he reminded Raven of a 1950s poster child—straight white teeth, not a hair out of place.

      Raven gave him her warmest smile. “If I’ve learned anything about you in the short time I’ve known you, it is that you are meticulous. You want things done right. I respect that about you. I know, without seeing it, that your home reflects your perfectionism.” She shrugged out of her coat, and he hung it up on one of the hooks near the door.

      “Laying it on a little thick, aren’t you? Gabriel must have told you I’m not comfortable with your mating.” Tobias’s smile faded.

      “Yes. But every word I said is true. I do respect you and I want a chance to earn your trust.”

      Tobias’s shoulders sagged as if her admission was a weight on his back. Was it that difficult to hear that your future sister-in-law desperately wanted your approval? Raven was rehearsing things to say to him in her mind when a blur of orange flew at her face. She raised her hands and caught the thing before it collided with her nose.

      “Sorry. Let me—” Tobias reached for the wriggling ball of fur in her hands.

      “Oh, what a sweet kitten!”

      Tobias growled. “No. That is the spawn of the devil. I’ve been trying to catch her to take her into the humane society for days.”

      “Humane society? Why?”

      “That cat is evil. Frankly, I’m surprised she’s not scratching your eyes out. The thing doesn’t like anyone, especially not me.”

      Raven tucked the cat against her chest and scratched it behind the ears. It wasn’t orange at all but calico with a black spot over one eye that looked like an eye patch. The other eye was surrounded by bright orange fur that set off a white chin and belly. Raven buried her face in the cat’s soft coat. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. This is a sweet cat.”

      Tobias reached out to stroke the cat’s head and the feline hissed. It swiped at him with outstretched claws. “Yeah, right.”

      Raven laughed. “I’ve always had a way with animals.”

      “That explains your relationship with my brother.” Tobias’s face was impassive, but the longer he stared at her, the harder she laughed. She was rewarded with a small smile.

      The door opened and Gabriel ducked inside with their bags. “I think it’s starting to snow again.”

      “It’s the end of February. I hope you guys brought warm clothes because Chicago is brutal this time of year.”

      “You have a new friend,” Gabriel said, looking at the cat as they followed Tobias into the main part of the house. He reached out to stroke the cat’s head and was met with a growl, hiss, and a swipe.

      “Maybe she hates men. Or dragons.”

      Raven scratched the cat’s neck. “Tobias, what did you say her name was?”

      “Devil’s Spawn. I sometimes call her DS for short. I found her in my dryer vent around Christmas and took her in. Clearly I’m not a cat person, but I couldn’t let her freeze to death.”

      “Devil’s Spawn can’t be her name,” Raven protested. “She needs a real name.”

      “What do you suggest?”

      Raven looked at the patchwork kitten. “She’s not a devil. She’s a survivor… a warrior… like a goddess. Can I call her Artemis?”

      “You can call her anything you want if you can keep her from pissing on my kitchen mats.”

      Raven rubbed her nose against the cat’s. “Artemis. Do you like that?” The cat purred in her arms.

      Gabriel looked at the animal sternly with what Raven swore was jealousy. She rolled her eyes. She’d make him purr soon enough.

      “Come on in. I’ll show you to your room.” Tobias led them into the main part of the house, through the kitchen, dining room, and what he called the living room.

      The house was narrow but deep and as meticulously kept as she had expected it to be. It was hardwood and steel with clean, modern lines and the occasional perfectly framed work of art. Tobias turned under a modern crystal chandelier and started up an ebony staircase. This was the main foyer of the home, she realized. They’d come in the back entrance. She appreciated the vintage white molding that framed blue-gray walls.

      Gabriel’s expression soured as he took in the place. He eyed the minimalist decor as if it were repulsive to him.

      Raven elbowed him in the side. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “Where is your treasure room?” Gabriel asked. Raven didn’t miss the note of disapproval in his voice.

      Tobias stopped short and turned around slowly, casting a heated expression toward his brother. “You will find no treasure room in this house. No treasure at all, actually, aside from the art on the walls. I don’t need it.”

      Raven watched Gabriel’s face crumple. “Where do you shift? Spread your wings?”

      Tobias snorted. “I don’t. I haven’t shifted, even partially, in almost a century.”

      Gabriel cursed, and Raven brought her fingers to her lips. That couldn’t be right, could it?

      “I told you, I live as a human.” Tobias opened the door to a room halfway down the hall and gestured for them to enter. “Here you are.”

      Raven followed him into a posh space with a fluffy white bed and dark wood furniture.

      “Now, if you’ll excuse me. It’s late and I have surgery tomorrow. Good night.”

      Raven was still gaping at the beautiful room when the door closed and she realized Tobias was gone. With the cat still in her arms, she turned toward Gabriel, who set the bags down on the floor and started peeling off his parka. He looked concerned.

      Cheerfully, she offered, “I don’t know about you, but I think that went well.”

      The look he gave her told her he did not agree.
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      Although Tobias’s surgery wasn’t until late morning, he hastened to leave the house the moment his eyes popped open. His work served as an effective escape from all the awkward and uncomfortable goings-on at home. If he played his cards right, Gabriel and Raven would be gone by the time he returned. It was for the best. If Raven had proven one thing last night with the spell she’d cast on poor Mr. Gilbert, it was that she couldn’t fully control her magic. Tobias wanted no part of it or their ridiculous story about Paragon. It had been three hundred years. It was ludicrous to believe Brynhoff or his mother, if she was truly still alive, would come after them now.

      If he were being honest, there was another reason his steps hastened toward the hospital. Sabrina. He hadn’t seen her since their encounter in the stairwell, but oh, had he thought about her. Her honey-and-moonlight scent, the taste of her like fresh cherries on his tongue, the firm and close feel of her against his body. And the best part, she wasn’t human after all. The mystery of what Sabrina was teased him like the ribbon of a glittering bow on an unexpected gift. He’d enjoy a chance at peeling back her outer wrappings.

      But as was always the case with Tobias, his work came first. He swept his thoughts of Gabriel and Sabrina into a compartment at the back of his mind. With total focus, he performed his scheduled surgery, blocking out everything but the open chest in front of him, the tiny heart he was patching, and the steady thrum of the bypass machine. With utmost care, he corrected the ventricular septal defect that had plagued the five-week-old baby boy, his fingers working with precision far greater than any human’s. Once the surgery was complete, Tobias stripped off his rubber gloves and deposited them in the red receptacle near the doors before exiting the operating suite. Everything had gone textbook. The operation was a success. Why then was he not elated?

      As he pulled off his mask and cap, all the thoughts he’d put on hold while he operated came back with a vengeance. He washed his hands, scrubbing under the sapphire ring he kept invisible while he worked. The ring made him think about his brother and the crazy story he insisted was true. Normally he wouldn’t call his brother a liar, but there was no way his mother had been part of the coup that banished them from Paragon. She was their savior. She’d kept them safe.

      Tobias had been overjoyed to hear Eleanor was still alive. That part he wished were true. All these years, he’d assumed she’d been murdered. It was too much to accept that she was both alive and an active and consenting participant in Marius’s death. He would never believe such a thing. Not unless he had incontrovertible proof.

      He closed the locker he was using and made his way to the floor’s break room. A cup of coffee and a moment alone would clear his head. He fed the machine a dollar and hit the latte button.

      “Are you waiting for the machine to hand it to you?” Sabrina stood beside him. When had she come in?

      Oh! His coffee was done, steaming at the base of the machine. He grabbed it too quickly and it splashed over the back of his hand. Fuck. If he’d been human, that heat would have blistered him. Instead, he set his cup down on the counter and dabbed at his wet hand with a paper towel.

      “Sabrina,” he said. “I was looking for you last night after we… talked. You disappeared.”

      “Busy with patients.” Her tone was nonchalant, but her eyes shifted as if the topic made her nervous. “Dr. Allen asked me to find you though. There’s been a major development in one of your patients.”

      Dr. Allen was Tobias’s partner and shared a medical office across the street with him where they provided consultations and ongoing care for their patients. There was only one major development she could be referring to. Katelyn. Dr. Allen must have examined her that morning.

      “Thank you, Sabrina. I'll call Dr. Allen as soon as I'm done here”

      “No problem.” She turned to leave.

      “Can we talk sometime? Maybe grab a better cup of coffee than this?” He held up his cup. Tobias surprised himself with the brusque solicitation. Smooth, he thought. Play it cool, dragon. She intrigued him. He had to know who she was and, more importantly, what she was.

      She whirled, her face unreadable. “Sorry—I don’t date people I work with.”

      “No?” he drawled, swaggering toward her. He sent her a slow grin, his gaze settling on her full lips. “You draw the line at kissing your coworkers in the stairwell? Tongue wrestling’s perfectly okay, but coffee’s completely out of the question?”

      The nurse went absolutely still, all the color draining from her cheeks. Her green eyes darted toward the break room door before landing back on him. As they had the night before, her irises glowed silver under the fluorescent lights.

      “We never kissed,” she said. “We’re friends, nothing more.”

      The silver faded and Tobias observed her curiously. He narrowed his eyes and gave her a knowing smile. “Whatever you’re trying to do didn’t work last night, and it sure as hell isn’t going to work now.”

      She staggered back, scanning him from head to toe. Her hand pressed into her stomach. “What do you want?”

      “Nothing.”

      “What are you?”

      “I’m the man you kissed.” He moved in closer to her. “I’d like that to happen again, which is why I asked you out for coffee.”

      “And if I don’t?” Her face tightened. “What will you do to me?”

      Tobias stopped. Now that really pissed him off. Here he was being forthcoming with her, practically admitting to her that he wasn’t human. And what did she do? Assume he was threatening her.

      “Nothing.” He cast a disappointed look down his nose at her. “I thought we shared something last night, and I thought you might want to drink a caffeinated beverage with me and discuss it. I thought it might be refreshing for you to talk to someone who was… like you. Well, at least more like you than the other employees of this hospital. But your secret is safe with me. I’m not into extorting things from my coworkers.”

      She stared at him for a long moment.

      “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have hearts to mend.” Tobias moved around her and slipped out the door, walking quickly toward the elevator.

      “Wait,” she called, following him into the corridor. Sabrina’s shoulders sagged with her exhale. “Coffee would be great. But not here at the hospital. Someplace we can talk candidly.”

      Interesting, Tobias thought. Luckily, he was an expert at flying under the radar and knew just the place.

      “Maverick’s Café,” he said. “It might seem crowded, but the patrons are really good at not seeing or hearing a thing.”

      “I’m just starting my shift,” she said. “Tomorrow morning?”

      Tobias smiled. “See you then.”
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      There were few things Sabrina hated about being half vampire, but the constant need to protect her secret was definitely one of them. The coven had rules with serious consequences. Telling a human was out of the question under penalty of death for the human. The law was more lenient with regard to other supernaturals. If Tobias wasn’t human, she could reveal what she was so long as he did not present a threat to their kind. Which begged the question, what exactly was she dealing with when it came to Tobias?

      Before yesterday night, she would have sworn he was human. After all, not many supernatural creatures made a habit of being as restrained as the good doctor. Tobias was passionate about his work at the hospital without an ounce of ego to muddy the waters. It was rare to find a supernatural being who cared so much or strove for perfection the way he did.

      Still, he couldn’t be human. She’d never tasted human energy like his. When she’d fed on him, she’d felt high and weirdly energetic for hours afterward. Coupled with her inability to influence his mind, the evidence leaned toward Tobias being supernatural. Only, what type was anyone’s guess. He was too smart to be a werewolf, and she would have smelled a witch.

      She pulled open the door to Maverick’s Café and spotted him waiting for her near the back. He gestured for her to join him at the tiny café table. Two to-go cups rested in front of him, and she caught herself hoping one of them was for her. Something was going down at the counter that had nothing to do with coffee. Three men had gathered near the cash register and were having a heated conversation in another language while another large man with a triangular symbol tattooed on his neck watched from the shadows. She’d rather not interrupt the conversation to order a latte.

      “Is one of those for me?” She slung her messenger bag across the back of the chair and took off her hat and parka.

      “I got you a cappuccino. Believe it or not, they’re good here.” He gestured toward the counter and the men Sabrina had noticed earlier. “I would have waited for you to order, but you do not want to interrupt that.”

      “Looks intense.”

      “Trust me, it is. I got ours in just before things got heated.”

      She sank into the chair across from him and grabbed the cappuccino. Warm, foamy heaven slid down her throat. It was exactly the drink she would have ordered for herself. Delicious.

      “It’s good. Thank you.”

      Tobias’s expression turned clinical. He was studying her, like a cell under a microscope. “There goes one theory.”

      She leaned her elbows on the table, the cup nestled in her hands between them. “You have a theory about me?”

      “I thought you might be a succubus, but if my research is correct, in that case you would not eat or drink human food.”

      “I’m not a succubus.”

      “A witch then?”

      “No.”

      He took a long drink. Damn, his eyes were something out of a dream, a very good dream. Sapphire blue, they twinkled beneath his dark blond hair, perfectly matching the brightness of his ring. Holy hell, that was some sapphire ring. The blue gem on his right hand looked lit from within and was as big as her thumbnail. It enthralled her. That thing must be worth a mint.

      “I never noticed your ring before,” she said. “Is that a wedding band? Are you married?”

      Tobias looked like he might blow his coffee out his nose. “No. I am not… married. The ring is a family heirloom. It’s against hospital policy for me to wear it at work.”

      That was a strange way of putting it, she thought. “It’s beautiful.” And so are you, she finished in her head. Tobias was square jawed and full lipped. She wasn’t used to seeing him without his lab coat on. The muscles of his shoulders stretched his black sweater. She’d always thought of him as academic, reticent, sometimes phlegmatic, but now his curiosity was evident. She was a puzzle he needed to solve. Good. She intended to remain puzzling.

      “What are you?” he asked.

      “Shouldn’t I ask you the same thing?”

      “What makes you think I’m not human?”

      She lowered her voice. “I know. You didn’t taste human. Not at all.” Her fingers brushed her bottom lip.

      “You fed off my energy.” His eyes narrowed.

      She nodded. There was no point in denying it. “Are you a werewolf?”

      “Please,” he scoffed like he was offended. “No, I am not.”

      Good, she thought. What a relief. Werewolves were her coven’s mortal enemies and not allowed within their territory. She wouldn’t want to deal with the repercussions if he’d admitted to being one. “Warlock?”

      “No.”

      “Fairy?”

      He shook his head. “You?”

      “No.”

      Sabrina swirled her coffee. “Game is up, Doctor. Tell me.”

      “The road goes both ways, Ms. Bishop.”

      She thought about it. It was clear he wasn’t human, so she wasn’t breaking any rules telling him the truth. She nodded. “At the same time then.”

      “On the count of three: one, two, th—”

      “Vampire.”

      “Dragon.”

      Sabrina stared at him. Had she heard him correctly? Did he say dragon?

      “Did you say vampire? But you didn’t drink my blood and you walked in here in broad daylight.”

      “I’m half human. I can feed on energy instead of blood, and the only thing that will happen if you leave me in the sun is a bad sunburn.”

      “By the Mountain…”

      “What does that mean?”

      Tobias cleared his throat and shifted in his seat. “It’s an expression. Dragons are born from a mountain. In your vernacular, you might say ‘oh my God.’”

      “Goddess,” she corrected.

      “It means you’re extraordinary.”

      She lifted a shoulder. “The only one of my kind in existence.”

      Unless she was totally misreading his body language, the look he gave her bordered on awe.

      “So, uh, you’re a dragon? Like you can shift into one? I thought dragon shifters were a myth.”

      He chuckled softly at that. “Not a myth, although our numbers are few. I look like a man on the outside, but I am a dragon on the inside.”

      “And you change shape… like a shifter?”

      Tobias shrugged. “Yes.”

      Sabrina sipped her coffee to hide her frown. This was bad. He might not be a werewolf, but if her father knew there were dragon shifters in Chicago, he’d want them out. He’d see them as a threat.

      “Are there more like you?” she asked him.

      “Here, living in Chicago? No. We are mostly solitary creatures.”

      She let out a held breath. One dragon was hardly a problem for her coven. In fact, she didn’t see the need to even mention his existence to her father.

      “What about you?” he asked. “You said you can feed on either energy or blood. Can you exist solely on one or the other?”

      “I have. On either or both. I can go months on human food alone, but it would be like a human going without iron. Eventually I run out of my stores and can hardly move. I know. I tried when I was a teenager. I wanted to be a normal human. It didn’t work.”

      “I can relate to that. I’ve lived as a human for a very long time.” He leaned his chin against his fist.

      “You’re good at it. We’ve worked with each other for years and I never suspected you were anything but.”

      He leaned forward, his gaze lingering on her mouth.

      “You want to see them, don’t you?” she said, suddenly feeling like a kid at show-and-tell.

      “Yes.” The word came out in a heady drawl. His face was close, so close. His breath brushed her cheek, a gentle caress that warmed more than her face.

      She smiled slowly. Should she indulge his curiosity? What was it about his boyish smile that made her want to? Maybe it was because he was focused on her like she was the only woman on the planet. Hell, the only thing on the planet. No one—human, vampire, or anything else—had ever looked at her in quite the same way. It made her feel significant.

      “Okay,” she said softly, allowing her fangs to drop behind her hand. But she didn’t get a chance to show him anything. At that moment, a shot rang out. In superspeed, she turned her head and spotted the tattooed man with a gun. The bullet sped toward her.

      Tobias moved. His body blurred and then he was in front of her, shielding her.

      Eyes widening, she reached out and grabbed his elbow just as the bullet pierced his flesh.
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      Tobias hadn’t exactly decided to do it. Something happened when the gun went off. His inner dragon reacted from a deep instinctual place. Sabrina must be saved. Before he fully realized what was happening, he’d placed his body between the bullet and her.

      She’d grabbed his arm and everything had turned to mist, black swirls of energy, the smell of honey and night air, the disorienting weightlessness of falling. When they formed again, they were in the alley behind Maverick’s. Tobias had never traveled in such a way before, and he pitched forward and heaved. A sharp pain tore through his shoulder. Blood dripped down his side.

      “Crap, you’ve been hit!” Sabrina said.

      “It’s nothing. I’ll heal.”

      “Only if you get the goddamned bullet out.” Sabrina tore the sleeve of his sweater and the button-down underneath and pressed her hand into the bloody wound. “If you heal with that thing inside you, you are going to be in a world of hurt. Vampires in my coven have delayed their healing by years because their bones grew around the bullet and fused together.”

      Tobias’s forehead furrowed. “Do members of your coven get shot often?”

      “If you must know, yes. We are the supernatural presence in this city. It has consequences.” She moved behind him to inspect the wound at the back of his shoulder. “Come on. My apartment is nearby. I’ll extract the bullet while the wound is still open.”

      Her voice sounded funny. When he turned to see why, her fangs were extended, razor sharp, long and curved over her bottom lip. Beautiful. Fierce. His heart quickened.

      “Sorry,” she said, raising her hand in front of her lips as if she had a case of bad breath. “It’s a reflex. I won’t eat you, I promise.”

      He wasn’t sure he wanted her to keep that promise. He wrapped a hand around her wrist and pulled her hand away. “Beautiful,” he said, and he meant it.

      She blinked rapidly and looked away. A police siren closed in. “We should get out of here.”

      “Lead the way.”

      “Oh, you can’t walk through Chicago like that.” She looked pointedly at his bloody side.

      “No—” he began when she reached for his arm again.

      She ignored him, took his bicep in a formidable grip, and dematerialized.

      Tobias came apart at the tug of her power and hurtled through space only to come back together in a homey apartment overlooking the city. It hadn’t taken long, but when they re-formed, Sabrina was panting and the smell of ozone permeated the air.

      “Where are we?” he asked.

      “My condominium. Marina Towers.”

      Tobias was familiar with the corncob-shaped twin towers called Marina City that overlooked the river. The buildings had been completed in 1962 under the concept that a person could live, work, and play within the same complex. He remembered the year it opened, how modern it had seemed at the time. Aside from the wedge-shaped units with beautiful views of the city, the place included the House of Blues, a bowling alley, and a grocery. But it was the history of murders and suicides in the towers that came to mind now, knowing what she was.

      “Are you the only vampire who lives here?” he asked, suddenly very aware that he was bleeding on the floor.

      She gave a breathy laugh. “Just me. Too much sun for the others. But if you’re thinking about the suicides, I can’t say that vampire business has never taken place here or that it’s never become violent. I just… I try to stay out of coven politics, you know?”

      He did know. In fact, he knew exactly what it was like to be born into a family whose business was not his own. A drop of blood fell from his shoulder onto the wood floor.

      She cursed. In a rush of speed fast enough for him to lose her in the blur, she raced to the kitchen. He watched her pull a towel from one of the drawers and return to press it against his wound. So, a vampire’s relative swiftness wasn’t folklore. She’d moved faster than any dragon.

      “Hold this here. I need to get the medical kit.”

      He did as she asked, although his shoulder rewarded him with a stab of pain. He grabbed a napkin from the table and bent down to clean up his spilled blood from the hardwood.

      “By the way, you weigh a ton,” she called from the bathroom. “Do you have bricks in a hollow leg or something?”

      He laughed, which made him wince in pain. Tossing the bloody napkin in the garbage, he was careful to keep pressure on the wound with his opposite hand. “No bricks. But I do carry a dragon’s worth of bones, scales, and organs inside me. Even with magic, I’m about a hundred pounds heavier than a human of my size.”

      She returned with the medical kit, eyes wide. “Right, you’re a dragon. Also, I’m weaker during the day, which makes everything seem heavier.” She dug a fist into the small of her back. “I think I pulled something.”

      “I’m sorry. I would have called an Uber if you’d given me a chance.”

      “I’m sure that would have gone over well. Two people covered in blood, staggering toward an innocent human with a side gig in a Toyota Corolla. We’d have been lucky not to get shot at again.”

      “True. It’s unfortunate we were shot at at all. I knew those humans looked like trouble but I’ve never had a problem at Maverick’s before.”

      “Just the wrong place at the wrong time. The guy completely missed the human he was aiming at. I hope the Chicago PD nailed him.” She opened the kit and picked up a pair of rubber gloves. “Can you catch human infections?”

      “No.”

      “Good. Then I won’t bother with aseptic technique. Sit down.” She pointed at a chair at the kitchen table. “Sit sideways so I can reach the wound. Oh, and I’m going to need you to take your shirt off.”

      He removed the towel and stripped the bloody sweater and button-down from his body, folding it neatly so that the bloody part was inside the dry part. He placed it on the table.

      “Still Tobias,” she murmured, positioning herself behind him. He felt her press the towel against his wound again and watched her choose a pair of forceps from the kit she’d retrieved.

      “What do you mean by that? ‘Still Tobias’?”

      “You are the most meticulous man I’ve ever known. I’ve never met anyone more thorough or precise.”

      “Thank you.” His shoulder throbbed and he suppressed a growl.

      “This is going to hurt a little. The bullet is against the bone. Try to think of something else. Tell me what it means to be a dragon. Aside from shifting, what else can you do?”

      Lightning bolts of pain shot through his shoulder and chest as she dug deeper. He winced. “Invisibility, speed, strength. We can fly, both in this form and our beastly one.” His jaw tightened as she jabbed the forceps in and twisted.

      “Where do you come from? I’ve never met a dragon before.”

      “Dragons come from a place called Paragon. We’re not native to this world. I was… left here after a problem in my native land.”

      “You can’t go home?”

      “No.”

      Awkward silence stretched between them.

      “What about you? You said you’re the only half vampire. Does that mean the only one in your coven?”

      “I’m the only half vampire in the world.”

      “The only one… anywhere?” Totally unique. Dragon catnip. He inhaled her moonlight-and-honey scent and quelled a rush of desire.

      “As far as I know. My mother was a human who practiced necromancy. After my parents met and were mated in the 1940s, she cast a spell to temporarily reverse my father’s vampire nature… um, raise him from the dead. Basically she made him human for a short time, and he fathered me.” She paused. “I was five when she was murdered by a werewolf while my father was sleeping.”

      “I’m sorry.” Tobias watched her over his shoulder. There was so much pain in her expression. All those years working with her, and he’d never known.

      Sabrina sighed. “It was a long time ago.”

      He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “As someone who lost their mother over three hundred years ago, I can say unequivocally that the pain never goes away no matter how much time has passed.”

      “Three hundred years?”

      “That’s when we came here, to this realm. Unfortunately, my mother didn’t make it.” Only half of Sabrina’s face was visible behind him, but her wince was unmistakable.

      “You don’t look a day over two hundred and ninety.”

      “I was an adult when we lost her. I can’t imagine what you must have been through as a child.”

      Sabrina paused what she was doing. “My father became both parents to me, and he’s never failed me. Not once. But I remember her sometimes. Her face comes back to me at the strangest of times, and I feel the hole. Do you know the hole? That mother-shaped wound that never quite heals. Something is missing inside, and you just hope it doesn’t make you defective.”

      He nodded. “I can relate.”

      “It’s a sad thing to have in common.”

      “You’re not defective, Sabrina.”

      She grinned. “You haven’t tried my cooking.”

      Another slice of pain traveled through his shoulder and he winced. “How many vampires live in Chicago?”

      “Thousands,” she said softly. “My coven runs the city. Nothing happens here that we don’t have a hand in.”

      “What, like the mob?” He laughed lightly as he said it, but when she looked at him, her expression was serious. “How have I lived here for so long without knowing this?”

      “We operate under the surface. Other vampires sleep during the day, but there are a few humans that work for us. We can accomplish everything we need to through a few strategic relationships. We try not to disrupt the lives of workaday humans.”

      Tobias turned that bit over in his head. It almost sounded like her coven was influencing the humans in power to do their will. Chicago was no stranger to mob activity, and it really wasn’t a surprise that vampires were part of that. But he was thankful she was different. She was a nurse. Her coven’s activities didn’t reflect on her personally.

      “Got it!” Pressure and a tug precipitated a gush of blood that splattered grotesquely on the floor. She dropped the forceps—still locked around the bullet—on the table and pressed a towel to the geyser sputtering from the back of his shoulder.

      “I heal faster than a human, but it will take some time in this form. I apologize for the mess.”

      “You definitely don’t heal as fast as a vampire.” She pressed harder. “I know this sounds strange, but vampire saliva has healing properties. It’s how we close up the wounds we make when we feed on human hosts. Would you mind if I…?”

      “Lick the wound?”

      “It’s gross to you, isn’t it? Ugh, this is awkward. Never mind.”

      He looked at her over his shoulder, her red hair falling in a wave across her right eye. By the Mountain, she was beautiful. She could lick any part of him she pleased.

      “If you’re willing, I would be grateful for your help.”

      Her green eyes widened and silver flashed along the edge of her irises. “Okay.” Long, cool fingers traveled up his back and hooked over his shoulder, kneading the base of his neck. He felt the pressure on his wound ease. The bloody towel landed on the table. He swallowed, a tingle rising in his torso at the thought of her bubblegum-pink tongue touching his skin. Out of the corner of his eye, he watched her lower her head.

      His imagination hadn’t done the deed justice. Warm, wet heat lapped over the back of his shoulder. If she caused him any pain, he didn’t notice. He was too distracted by the way his body reacted to the feeling, an instant erection punching into his fly. She licked again, the feeling like hot honey oozing over his flesh. Her lips grazed his skin. Her breath came cool and soft against the wet path she left behind. He reached between his legs and adjusted himself.

      She moved lower on his arm, stroking a long trail from his elbow to his shoulder, then another along his ribs. Her nails scraped up the back of his neck and into his hair. She moaned, and didn’t that just light his inner fire?

      Tobias had an inkling that his wound was healed; there was no more blood dripping to the floor. But he couldn’t bring himself to stop her. All his awareness narrowed on the feel of her warm mouth on the back of his arm and the resulting tingle in the head of his cock. In his quiet ecstasy, he didn’t notice the rise of his inner dragon until it was too late. The rumble of his mating trill rose in his chest, a deep vibration that seemed to rattle the walls.

      “What was that?” she asked.

      “What was what?” He knew exactly what it was. It was his inner dragon’s way of calling mine, possessive and feral. Something he could not explain to her and was wholly inappropriate in the age of the #MeToo movement. He might as well tell her he wanted to club her over the head and drag her back to his cave by the hair.

      Instead, he turned to her, rising from the chair. “Thank you.” He placed his hands on the outside of her shoulders, met her gaze, and moved in closer.

      She didn’t pull away. In fact, her expression was hungry, her gaze lingering on his mouth. Damn, her lips were close and flushed with blood. They parted for him. What he’d like to do to that mouth. He stroked up her arms to cradle her face. He was going to show her exactly how she’d made him feel.

      “I’m going to kiss you.”

      “Yes,” she whispered, rising up on her toes and brushing her lips softly against his. He teased her lower lip, then repositioned to take the kiss deeper. Her head rolled and she leaned into him.

      “Sabrina?” Her weight sagged in his arms.

      “Your blood is good,” she slurred. “Really good.”

      “Are you okay?”

      In answer, Sabrina swayed violently on her feet. He caught her before she hit the floor.
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      Sabrina woke on her couch, wrapped in an afghan she’d bought from Pottery Barn. Tobias was gone. As she sat up, a headache jackhammered in her skull and she cursed. If she’d thought his energy was intoxicating, his blood made it look like a virgin cocktail. For the life of her, she couldn’t remember anything as erotic as the taste of Tobias’s blood, except maybe the act of licking it from his tightly corded shoulder.

      Dammit, she had the hots for the doctor. Pressing a fist into her forehead, she chided herself. One come-hither look and she’d spilled secrets like a busted piñata. She didn’t even know this guy. Well, she’d known him for years, but not the real him. She’d known a human version of him. Worse, she had no idea what her coven’s rules about dragons actually were. Before today she would have questioned their existence. At least he’d said he was alone here. That increased the chances he wouldn’t be viewed as a threat.

      Stretching her arms over her head, she stared out her floor-to-ceiling windows. Almost sunset. She’d slept all day. Time to get cleaned up and join her father for the monthly coven assembly. Heading for the bathroom, she stopped short when she noticed a note on the sparkling-clean table. In fact, the entire dining area, floor included, had been scrubbed to a shine. It looked like Tobias had even washed out the towels she’d used on his shoulder and hung them on the rack to dry. No trace of blood anywhere. And the coat she’d left in the coffee shop was hanging off one of her chairs. He’d retrieved it for her.

      She lifted the paper from the table. It was from the pad she kept on her fridge: purple-lined and trimmed with a picture of a cat with its claws out. The caption read Reasons I shouldn’t kill you in your sleep. Cheeks warming, she squeezed her eyes closed. Great, if he hadn’t thought she was a psycho before, he did now. She opened her lids again and read what he’d written.

      Had to go. Dinner tomorrow?

      —Tobias.

      She smiled and picked up her phone to text his number.

      Have to work tomorrow night. Lunch date?

      Saturday? There’s something I’d like to show you.

      She grinned. I can’t wait.

      She returned the phone to her pocket and hurried into the bathroom. If she didn’t get to the tunnels quickly, her father would be angry, and if there was one thing Sabrina didn’t want to do, it was make Calvin Bishop angry. When Calvin got angry, people died… or worse. She showered and donned the ruby-red Armani gown she’d purchased for the event. Once her hair was curled, her makeup applied, and her ruby and diamond jewelry in place, she dematerialized to her father’s luxurious living quarters in the tunnels.

      Few humans were aware of the network of freight tunnels forty feet under the city of Chicago that had become the home to the Lamia Coven. In the early 1900s, they were constructed to be utility tunnels, used to run telephone and cable wires to the city’s inhabitants, but soon they were expanded to haul freight and mail. The network was hijacked in the 1920s by the mob, who smuggled alcohol for their speakeasies in through the narrow passageways. That’s when vampires got involved. The vampires of Chicago had a long history of working with organized crime. Vampires provided Capone with muscle and manpower; he provided them with blood—lots of it. There seemed to be no limit to the number of bodies the man wanted to disappear, and her kind was more than willing to do the honors.

      Once the twenty-first amendment ended Prohibition, the mob forgot about the tunnels and the Lamia Coven took over for Capone. Aside from those who were on the payroll or who were dinner, no human had come down there since 1959.

      “Good evening, Ms. Bishop. You look beautiful tonight.” Paul, a member of her father’s human security detail and one of Chicago’s finest, smiled up at her from his seat outside her father’s chambers. He was in full dress today, his badge shining from the chest of his blue uniform. Two conspicuous puncture wounds shone from his left carotid artery. Good to know her father was eating.

      “Hello, Paul. I take it he’s up?”

      “Yes. He’s expecting you. Go right in.” He stood and opened the vault door that served as the entrance to her father’s apartment. Sabrina hurried inside.

      “Sabrina! Right on time.” Her father spread his arms wide and she embraced him, giving him a peck on the cheek. He looked dashing tonight with his sleek dark hair and oversized gray eyes. His skin might have never seen the sun, but it glowed with the kind of vitality that only came from recently taking a vein.

      “Good to see you, Father.”

      “You smell absolutely delicious. Is that a new perfume?”

      Sabrina realized what he was smelling. Although she’d brushed her teeth and washed her face, the scent of Tobias’s blood leached through her pores, and it was absolutely captivating. It made her mouth water for him. But she couldn’t tell her father that. This was not the time or the place to bring up dragon blood.

      “Perfume. I don’t know what it’s called. Some girl spritzed me at Macy’s.”

      He grinned. “I hope you bought a bottle. If not, you should go back. That’s worth whatever they’re charging.”

      Although her father’s home was underground, it was far bigger than her own and as posh as any penthouse. It was also a study in the passage of time, an eclectic mix of the finest in decor from the past five hundred years. The art on his walls included an original van Gogh. He’d been friends with the artist and even supported him occasionally in exchange for his work. This one was called The Beauty of Blood, and no human had ever seen it except Paul and the few others who’d entered his chambers. It resembled The Starry Night, only there was an embracing couple at its center, surrounded by swirling shades of red instead of blue. Sabrina found it both haunting and romantic, a representation of loving someone so much you’d give the life force from your veins for them. Her father had loved her mother like that once.

      “The main hall is already full. We have record participation tonight.” He straightened his bow tie.

      Sabrina brushed her hand across the back of his tux, removing a bit of cave dust. “Of course they came. They want to hear what’s going on with the werewolves.”

      His expression became somber as he looked at her in the mirror. What a funny thing it was that humans believed vampires didn’t have a reflection, as if a stretch of silver only reflected life and not magic.

      “The day that Frenwald killed your mother while I was sleeping, I swore I’d avenge her. I had his head in my hands before the night was through, but it wasn’t enough. I needed to end the Racine pack and make this city safe for our coven once again.” His fangs extended as he spoke, and Sabrina saw a bead of blood form in the corner of his eye. Vampire tears. “Today I get to announce to the world that we’ve accomplished our goal.”

      Sabrina grinned. “Truly? Racine has fallen?”

      He turned to face her. “Yes.”

      “Wonderful news! The war is finally over.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and gave him a peck on the cheek. Although he was a vampire and his skin was cold, he had never been anything but warm to Sabrina.

      He embraced her fully. “You remind me of your mother,” he said, pulling away. “She had red hair just like yours and the same fire in her soul. Veronica was a force of nature.”

      “I wish I could have known her.”

      “She would have been proud of you. When you take your place as master of this coven, we can include a tribute to her in your coronation ceremony.”

      Sabrina laughed. “I’d love that, but I think you’re going to be around for a long time.” She’d always known she was in line for his throne. She was his favorite. Calvin had sired other vampires, but she was the only one born the human way, out of love. A love that had driven her father for decades. He was immortal though. He’d be running this place forever unless he was killed by their enemies, and given the crazy amount of security that surrounded him twenty-four seven, she doubted that would be happening anytime soon.

      Thank the goddess. She wasn’t sure she’d ever be ready to do what he did every day. As much as she loved her father, she recognized he was a different person than she was. Fierce. Strong. Sometimes brutal. The coven needed him.

      He gave her a knowing smile. “It’s time.”

      She allowed him to lead her from his suite, through the tunnels to the great hall where she climbed the short flight of stairs to the dais at the front of the ballroom they called Lamia’s Star. The cavernous hall was the central destination of every tunnel from all over the city. There had to be over a thousand vampires there now, their pale faces staring up at her and her father, standing shoulder to shoulder and overflowing into the tunnels that branched off the sides.

      Sabrina took her usual place in front of the smaller of two blood-red thrones set up at the center of the dais. It wasn’t her father’s way to sit. With as much poise as she could muster, she stood supportively by his side, a smile plastered on her face as she scanned the crowd.

      She pretended not to notice Tristan, who scowled at her from the front row. He whispered something to the vamp beside him whose name she couldn’t remember. What was he up to? The little worm had been gunning for her for years.

      The echoing rumble of conversation went silent as her father stepped to the microphone. “Welcome, my coven. I thank you all for joining me on this merry occasion.”

      She tried to ignore Tristan’s seething glances as her father spoke about the advances the coven was experiencing. Their numbers were increasing. All of their kind were amply fed and the coven’s reserves were plentiful. Their territory was secure.

      Sabrina had heard all these things before. She was part of making them happen, and she folded her hands in front of her hips, her spine straight, an unfaltering smile showing she supported every word.

      “And now I have a surprise for all of you,” her father said.

      Sabrina smiled wider. The coven would be so happy to hear the war was over.

      “I am pleased to announce that the Racine werewolf pack territory has officially fallen.”

      Cheers rose up from the crowd. Sabrina expected her father to go on, to tell the coven that they didn’t need to fight anymore. The war was won. Instead, he looked directly at Tristan and motioned with two fingers. The slimeball disappeared for a moment. When he returned, the crowd parted to allow him passage. Tristan had two men and a woman in tow. Bound and gagged, the three had fresh red blood and dark purple bruises marring their exposed skin. Sabrina’s eyes flicked down to their bound hands. The ropes were enchanted. They’d be powerless with them on.

      Her father beamed at the crowd of vampires. “I give you the alpha male and female of the Racine pack and their shaman!” Her father made a grand sweep of his hand, and the coven cheered in delight. “I want you to know I was compassionate. I gave them a choice: to surrender or die. They chose death. So here we are.”

      An icy fist formed deep within Sabrina’s chest. She rubbed the base of her neck against the discomfort and locked her smile into place. This was her father’s big moment. Why did she suddenly feel ill? She chided herself for drinking Tobias’s blood. This internal shiver that plagued her must be a side effect.

      But when her eyes met the female werewolf’s in front of her, the truth barreled into her like a cold wind. She was feeling their fear. The human side of her, the side that could absorb energy and sense emotions, was picking up on the sheer terror of the three captives in front of her. She’d never felt this before, not like this. Most vampire emotions were wispy to her, hardly detectable, and human emotions normally caused her barely more than prickle at the back of her neck. What these three shifters were feeling was strong enough to rattle through her as if the emotions were her own.

      And then another horror dawned on her. Was her father truly going to execute these three people in front of her? If he did, would she feel it? And what about the rest of the coven? There were new vamps here with no control. It could start a frenzy.

      She swallowed hard and swayed on her feet. Her father stopped what he’d been saying and reached behind him to slide his hand into hers, offering her a reassuring smile. He had this under control. He would never put her in any danger. She squeezed his fingers.

      All at once, a sharp pain hit her between the eyes. She winced, her attention drawn almost magnetically to the shaman. He couldn’t be using magic, could he? His bindings were enchanted against it. Unless, of course, the witch they’d hired to cast the spell had only taken into account their shifting abilities and not anything magical. The wolf’s gunmetal-gray eyes cut into her and the pain throbbed anew. He was causing the pain, she was sure of it. Well, she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of reacting to his little trick. He’d be dead soon enough, and the fear and ache he was pumping into her head would be gone with him.

      An image appeared in her mind, four wolves running through the snow. They were free, wild. Four friends in perfect connection with nature. These three friends… and one more.

      “Would you care to do the honors?” Her father whispered in her ear, breaking her out of the vision.

      Sabrina blinked rapidly, clearing her head. She motioned at her dress. “It’s Armani.”

      “You truly are a princess.” He laughed and turned away from her. “Tristan, if you please.”

      Tristan drew a dagger from his black leather boot and gave Sabrina a knowing smile. Without breaking eye contact with her, he brought the blade to the alpha’s throat. Sabrina tensed. The wolf image came back full force, flooding her mind until she could feel the snow on her skin. Now she saw herself running with the wolves, the cold in her nose, the soft powder under her feet. Her forehead throbbed and she rubbed her temple. She wanted to scream.

      She composed herself, refusing an urge to look at the shaman again. No way. She squared her shoulders and ignored the wolf.

      Tristan sliced the alpha’s throat, throwing him to the ground by his hair. The female beside him screamed, her shrieks stopping when they turned to sobs. Sabrina felt it all, the grief barreling into her heart and tearing it in two. She would not cry. She would not—

      She was in the woods again with the wolves but she was covered in blood, the alpha’s blood. She blinked and the white female flopped on her side, her neck gushing. At least that ended the ache in her chest. She no longer felt like her own mate had died. But she was still locked in the vision, unable to see or hear her own coven at all. The snow felt cold. The wind blew through her hair. The air smelled of pine and ice. Everything white was splattered in red.

      Another blink and it was just her, the shaman, and a single black wolf standing in the snow.

      He opened his mouth, snow catching on his eyelashes and bottom lip. “You will never be the same as them. If you try, you will lose your soul.”

      A wound opened in his neck, a crimson tide staining the white at her feet. The wave of nausea that crashed into her almost made her double over. Almost. The image faded from her mind fast enough for her to remain standing. The last thing she saw before it faded completely was the black wolf running into the woods. She came back into reality to find all three wolves bleeding out on the stone, the last twitches of life rippling through their dying bodies. Thank goodness. The pain in her head was gone.

      Beside her, her father leaned toward the microphone. “It is said that werewolf blood is intoxicating to vampires. This is my gift to you. Feed, my children. Don’t waste a single drop.”

      As if the coven were a tightly coiled spring that had been released, the vampires surged forward, swarming the three werewolves until Sabrina couldn’t see them at all. She could smell them though. The scent of their blood filled the space, and the sound of their tearing flesh echoed above her clawing brethren.

      After saying a few closing words that were largely ignored by the frenzy of vampires, her father led her back to his suite. Her well-practiced smile was still in place, but whatever the shaman had done had left her exhausted. She planned to say good night to her father as soon as possible and go to bed early.

      “I know what’s bothering you,” her father said.

      “Nothing’s bothering me. I’m so proud of you. You’ve avenged my mother.”

      He shook his head. “You think you missed out on the wolf blood. Don’t fret, Sabrina. I had them put some aside for us before the wolves were ever brought forward.” He poured two shot glasses of blood from a decanter on the small credenza in his living room and handed her one. The vessel was enchanted to keep the blood fresh and the glass felt warm in her hand. Raucous growls of vampires feeding in the main hall echoed in the tunnels outside his front door as he raised his glass to her. “Here’s to you, future coven master. It won’t be long now. I hope you’ve been taking notes.”

      “Oh, I think I have time.” She shook her head. “You’re more powerful than ever. You’re not going anywhere.”

      “But that’s where you are wrong, daughter. Now that the werewolves are conquered, someone needs to take over the Racine territory. That someone is me.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Only I have the experience to start a new coven there. And that means”—he grinned like he was handing her the world on a spoon—“you, Sabrina, will become the new Lamia coven master.”

      She didn’t say anything. She couldn’t.

      He laughed and nodded his head. “It’s okay. This is overwhelming. Give it time to sink in.”

      “It’s… so unexpected,” she said breathlessly.

      He clinked her glass. “Congratulations, darling, you deserve it.” He tossed back his drink while Sabrina tried her best to steady her shaking knees. She wasn’t ready for this. Not by a long shot.
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      Tobias pulled his coat tighter around his bare chest as he walked from his Land Cruiser to the back door of his house. His shirt hadn’t been salvageable. After he’d left Sabrina’s, he’d tossed it in the dumpster before returning to Maverick’s to pick up their coats. At times like this, he was thankful dragons could make themselves invisible.

      It had started to snow again, big fluffy flakes that turned the world white and covered the cars in the parking lot with a thick blanket of the cold stuff. Gabriel’s car was gone, but he hadn’t left long ago based on the thin film of white where it used to be. So they’d returned to New Orleans as planned. Good. That was for the best. He rushed inside, kicked off his snow-covered shoes, and placed them in the utility sink before wiping the excess snow from the floor with a towel. He removed his coat and hung it on the hook. Shirtless, he veered from the mudroom into the kitchen.

      “Oh!” Raven raised her hands to shield her eyes. She was sitting at the counter, Artemis curled in her lap. “What happened to your shirt?”

      “What are you doing here?”

      He jogged past her and to his room, grabbed a T-shirt from his drawer, and pulled it over his head. When he returned, Raven looked confused.

      “I’m sorry I caught you off guard.” Her cheeks reddened. “Gabriel went to the store for some hot-chocolate mix. This weather makes me crave it, and you didn’t have any. I still haven’t adjusted to the cold, so he offered to go to the store without me.” She trailed her fingers over Artemis’s back and bit her lip.

      Tobias shot her a pitying look. “No one ever adjusts to Chicago cold. What I meant to ask was, why are you still in Chicago at all? Gabriel told me you were going home today.”

      She frowned. “Why would he say that? We haven’t even had a chance to talk to you.”

      “About what exactly?”

      Raven stared at him for a long, assessing moment. “About what happened in Paragon. I think it would be better if Gabriel were here for this conversation.” She stroked the cat again. “I’m uncomfortable saying anything more without him present.”

      “How diplomatic of you,” he said stiffly. “I think my brother has failed to mention that we’ve already discussed this, and as I told him, I’m not interested in getting involved.”

      He crossed to the refrigerator and looked inside. No wonder he felt like a bent twig about to snap. Not only had he missed dinner, but he was still a little drained from his ordeal at Maverick’s. He opened the meat drawer and grabbed the salmon fillets inside.

      “You don’t like me very much, do you?” Raven asked from behind him.

      He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Don’t take it personally. Dragons and witches are not meant to be… related. I realize you are not familiar with our customs, but your mating to Gabriel breaks one of our most sacred laws. I can’t condone it.”

      He preheated the oven and then tossed the fish into a pan with some lemon slices and fresh dill from his windowsill herb garden.

      He glanced back at Raven to find her staring at him. Even though he was hungry enough to eat every ounce of fish he was preparing, he wasn’t a monster. “Have you eaten yet? There’s enough here for two.”

      “Thank you, but I’m set. Gabriel and I ordered burgers earlier.”

      He nodded and slid the fish into the oven.

      “You’re very comfortable around the kitchen. You don’t have oreads to help you?”

      Tobias chuckled. “No. Unlike my brother, I prefer to cook and clean for myself. It makes me feel human.”

      “You said that before, that you live as a human. No treasure room. Why do you want to be human?” Raven cleared her throat. “What I mean is, why aren’t you happy being what you are?”

      He looked at her over his shoulder. “When in Rome. The best way to disguise oneself as a human convincingly is to become convincingly human.”

      “Oh.”

      He poured himself a glass of white wine and pointed a finger toward an empty glass. When Raven nodded, he poured her one too. “I’ve accepted that I will be living on this Earth for a very long time. Maybe forever. I’d just as soon live like the natives do.”

      She nodded, but he hated the hint of pity he saw in her eyes.

      “It doesn’t surprise me that Gabriel keeps oreads. Even in Paragon, my brother wouldn’t walk somewhere he could fly,” he sniped.

      Raven accepted the wine and took a small sip. “Did Gabriel ever tell you that he saved my life with his tooth?”

      “He told me he healed you but not what he healed you from.”

      “Brain cancer. Glioblastoma.”

      He leaned against the counter. “No shit?”

      “No shit.”

      “That’s a harsh diagnosis.”

      “It was a harsh condition. I was sure it was the end until your brother came along. He saved me and I agreed to work for him, to help him break Crimson’s curse. That bond, though, was not why I fell in love with him.”

      “Why did you?”

      She stared straight ahead for a minute, focusing on nothing in particular before answering. “I kept hearing about this bond, about how Gabriel could force me to do things. I’d agreed to it when I was ill. I didn’t know I was a witch at the time. If he had threatened me, I would have done what he’d asked. But he never did. In fact, he freed me, time and time again, at his own peril. Gabriel won me like a flower wins a bee; he held very still and offered me love and kindness like nectar. I came willingly, starving for my soul’s nourishment. I couldn’t resist. I kept coming back again and again until I never wanted to leave.”

      Tobias snorted. “I bet my brother loves being compared to a nectar-filled flower.”

      “Cancer is a prison. He broke me out. There isn’t a thing I wouldn’t do for him, Tobias. You have a rule in Paragon that dragons and witches cannot mate because they’d be too powerful. I get that. But I’m not the same kind of witch that rule was made for. I’m not from Paragon. I’m a human girl who was dying in a hospital bed less than a year ago. I don’t want power or to rule Paragon. I just want a simple life.”

      “You may want a simple life, but it is said your offspring will be monsters with uncontrollable power.”

      “I can’t have children. The chemo took that from me. I’m barren.”

      Tobias frowned. He was aware of the type of chemo she must’ve been on. What she said rang true. “I’m sorry,” he said genuinely.

      “Well, with my condition it wasn’t like they were worried about preserving my fertility. I wasn’t going to be around long enough to bear children.”

      He stopped himself from saying he was sorry again and instead blew out a deep breath.

      She continued, “So you see, what you call a witch and what I am are two different things, and Paragon is an entirely different world. I love your brother, Tobias, with my whole heart and my whole soul. I just want us to be a family.”

      At last she stopped talking. He wasn’t sure he could listen to any more. She was breaking his heart. The truth was he liked Raven. He had liked her since the first day he’d met her. But Tobias was a male who believed in the law. There was a right and there was a wrong. Rules existed for a reason.

      He reached into the fridge and retrieved some leftover tabbouleh salad while he was thinking what to say to her. “Look. You seem like a nice person, Raven. It’s nothing personal. I know you guys thought you saw something in Paragon that made you believe our mother was partly responsible for the coup. But I wasn’t there. And I know our mother. She told us to stay apart in order to keep us safe. She saved us. Whatever you saw, it couldn’t be what you thought it was. I plan to keep doing what she told us to do, and that means staying away from Gabriel. I’m sorry.”

      “Okay.” She played with the cat’s ears.

      Tobias retrieved a plate from the cupboard and stared at the oven hungrily. Ten more minutes.

      “I’m not buying it, you know.”

      He looked at her over his shoulder. “Buying what?”

      “The ‘I never break the rules’ crap. You wanted Gabriel’s healing amulet for a reason. I bet you’ve already used it.”

      He stared at the empty plate in his hand, his teeth clenching. True or not, the severity of his infraction was minuscule compared to an interspecies mating like hers. Interspecies mating. The memory of Sabrina’s tongue coasting over the back of his shoulder filled his mind. He stiffened.

      “Can you honestly tell me that in all your five hundred years you’ve never been with someone who wasn’t a dragon?” Raven asked pointedly.

      “Sexual relationships with humans are acceptable for dragons. Humans are considered a harmless distraction.”

      “And you’ve never been with any other species? Never even been tempted?” Raven crossed her arms, the wineglass cupped in her right hand. “I find that hard to believe.”

      Tobias’s mind lingered on Sabrina. No, they hadn’t slept together yet, but he wanted to. Oh hell, if he could woo her into bed, he’d have the feisty redhead right now.

      “Your silence speaks volumes,” Raven said.

      “I’m not mated to anyone.” He took a long drink of wine.

      “Yet.” Her intense gaze cut right through him, and one corner of her mouth curled. “I see you with someone, and she isn’t a dragon.”

      “What does that mean? Are you reading my mind or something?” Tobias scowled.

      Raven shook her head. “I can’t read minds. Just a hunch. You walked in here tonight shirtless and smelling of blood and perfume.”

      He thumbed the stem of his glass. Perhaps he was a bit of a hypocrite. Could he blame Gabriel for Raven if he planned to pursue Sabrina? Vampires weren’t forbidden like witches, but the relationship would never have been sanctioned in Paragon. Dragons and vampires didn’t commingle much in that realm. He gave his head a shake. Who was he kidding? There was no relationship to speak of, not yet anyway. At this point all he could claim was a permanent erection with Sabrina’s name on it.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, Raven, but as soon as I finish eating this, I’m going to bed. Today has been, in a word, draining, and this conversation isn’t helping.”

      Raven gave him a warm smile. “Okay. I just want you to know I’m not the enemy. I’m here because I love your brother. Nothing more. You have nothing to fear when it comes to me.”

      “Understood. But what you have to understand—” The timer cut him off, and he spun around to retrieve his dinner from the oven. When he turned back to finish his sentence, she’d left the room and taken the cat with her.
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      A crack and a flash of light, not unlike thunder and lightning, heralded Scoria’s arrival. He landed in a crouch in a grassy area that smelled of animal dung, the marble-sized orb Aborella had given him gripped tightly in his gloved fist. As the captain of the Obsidian Guard, he was among the strongest and fastest of his kind, capable of wielding all manner of Paragonian weapons, but that didn’t stop his knees from shaking. Traveling between dimensions under any circumstances could be a dicey affair. Following the echo of a weak tracking spell rather than opening a portal was like feeding your body through a sieve.

      But the empress wanted the girl.

      Once, centuries ago, Scoria had prided himself on his devout adherence to the law of the Mountain, handed down by the goddess at the birth of Paragon. He’d learned the stories on his grandfather’s knee and had believed every word of them. Now there was only one law. Her law. Eleanor was the most powerful dragon who’d ever lived, and she was now Paragon’s high ruler. If she wanted the girl, it was Scoria’s duty to retrieve her. He’d sworn his life to the crown, and he had every intention of following through.

      He opened his fist. Cradled in the palm of his leather glove, the enchanted orb pulsed with a soft blue light that pointed east. It would lead him to her. When the empress had faced the dark-haired witch in her throne room, she’d cast a spell on her, one that was supposed to make her sleep. It hadn’t worked. Somehow the witch had escaped. Still, the empress’s magic could be traced by the use of the orb. The witch had been here once, although judging by the muted glow of the blue light, he suspected it had been some time ago. Aborella, sorceress to the crown, had explained that the orb was but a tool to move him in the right direction. Finding the girl would fall on his shoulders, on his training as an assassin.

      Hungry and weary, he staggered toward a collection of lights. The twisting branches of strange trees curled under a single yellow moon. He slipped through the darkness toward what must be a road, the headlights of oddly designed carriages speeding past him, and strode at a fast clip, drawing on the magic of the cat’s-eye stone in his ring to translate the street signs.

      Magazine Street. The orb pulsed faster, its light continuing to point in the same direction. When he neared a small, brightly painted cottage with a sign that read The Three Sisters, the orb stopped pulsing, its steady blue glow still muted but unbroken. The girl had definitely been here once, although the dull thrum in his palm suggested she wasn’t anymore. He slid the sphere into his bag and crossed the street.

      Inside the pub, Scoria finally gave in to the fatigue waging war on his muscles and sat down at one of the tables. The place reminded him of the Silver Sunset in Paragon, and he hoped he could sup here before carrying on his search.

      And then she was there, at his table! Dark hair, eyes the color of lapis, olive skin, and a graceful neck he could snap with little effort. But no, when he looked again, he could see it wasn’t her. This woman was heavier, and the orb in his bag remained cold to the touch when he reached for it.

      “Can I get you started with something to drink?” the woman asked. Her name tag read Avery.

      “Is there another one who looks like you?” Scoria asked.

      The female laughed. “Oh, you’re thinking of my sister, Raven. She doesn’t work here anymore.”

      “Where is she now?”

      The woman made a sound like a snort and ignored his question. She thrust a menu into his hands. “We have Tanglewood jambalaya on special tonight. If you haven’t had it before, ours is made with duck and andouille and tends to run spicy. The locals love it.”

      Scoria’s stomach growled. He wasn’t sure what the dish was, but if humans could eat it, surely he could as well. “I would like that dish and a glass of…” He scanned the bar, his eyes falling on a large mug of dark, thick ale. “That.”

      “A Guinness. Good choice. I’ll bring you water too.”

      The female turned to walk away, but he grabbed her wrist. “Where is Raven?”

      She cast him a pointed look, tearing her arm from his grip. “Look, dude, I’m not sure what you want with my sister, but you should know she’s engaged to be married. She’s with her fiancé right now.”

      He leaned back in his chair, trying to remember the lessons in human culture he’d studied before leaving Paragon. “You have misinterpreted my intentions. I simply need to speak with her about a misunderstanding between her and my… employer.”

      Looking confused, Avery said, “Does this have something to do with Blakemore’s?”

      Scoria had no idea what she was talking about, but he nodded evenly.

      “Well, Raven and Gabriel are out of town for a few weeks, but the shop is still open. I’m sure Richard or Agnes can help you.”

      Scoria had to concentrate to keep his expression impassive. “You say Gabriel is out of town with Raven?”

      She laughed. “Uh, yeah. He’s her fiancé. I’ll get you that beer and the jambalaya.”

      Scoria stared at his ring, his mind reeling. The light at the center glowed, and he brought it close to his lips under the guise of rubbing his chin. “You were right, Empress. The girl is in league with the Treasure of Paragon. She is with your eldest son at this very moment.”

      The cat’s-eye blinked at him, and then her voice came, soft as a whisper from somewhere deep inside the stone. “Find them, Scoria, and bring them to me, dead or alive. Do not return to Paragon without them.”
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      “This, Artemis, is a litter box.” Sitting cross-legged on the floor, Raven stroked the cat’s fur and pointed toward the fresh litter she’d made available in the room Tobias had given them to stay in. It was clear the feline refused to use the one he’d set up for her in the basement of the brownstone, but then it was cold and drafty down there. Raven thought the cat might need a new box in a more welcoming location, and it didn’t hurt that Tobias’s scent was weaker here. Artemis, she’d discovered, did not seem to enjoy Tobias’s company.

      “Wouldn’t it be better to set that thing up in the mudroom?” Gabriel’s nose wrinkled in distaste.

      “Back up. You’re making her nervous. She needs to feel safe.” The cat arched her back beneath Raven’s scratching nails. “I don’t think she likes dragons. Or maybe it’s men in general.”

      “Nothing safer than a room at the humane society,” Gabriel mumbled.

      Raven gasped and covered the cat’s ears. “She can hear you, Grumpy Gus. Stop being so negative. This is going to work.”

      The Wonder Woman theme song blared from Raven’s phone, and she swept it off the carpet.

      “You’ll never believe the dress I found to wear in your wedding,” Avery blared in her ear. “It’s navy blue and strapless. It makes me look like a princess.”

      “Sounds perfect.” Raven glanced at Gabriel and mouthed, Avery. He smirked and left the room.

      “I also reserved the church for October thirteenth. I know you haven’t set a date yet, but it’s hard to get Saint Patrick’s. We can cancel the date if it doesn’t work out.”

      Raven raised an eyebrow. What would Father Ian think of her if he knew she was a witch? She supposed he didn’t need to know. Then again, Marie Laveau was a voodoo priestess and a lifelong Catholic. Perhaps it wouldn’t be an issue.

      “Thank you, Avery. I appreciate your doing this.”

      “How are things in Chicago? When will you be back?”

      “I’m not sure yet. Gabriel and Tobias haven’t seen each other in a long time. I want to give them a chance to reconnect.”

      “Why can’t they reconnect here? Invite him to New Orleans.”

      “He’s a doctor. A pediatric cardiologist, actually. He’s needed here.”

      There was a stretch of silence and then a giggle. “A doctor, huh? When can I meet him?”

      Raven groaned. “He’s not your type.”

      “He might be my type.”

      “He’s ultraconservative, likes things meticulously clean and orderly, and almost always follows the rules.”

      “You’re right. He’s not my type.”

      “Thought not. How’s Mom?”

      “She’s good, but oh, some weird guy stopped by the bar looking for you yesterday. He was very persistent. He said something about needing to talk to you… I think it was about the antique store maybe? Something about a misunderstanding with his boss?”

      Raven narrowed her eyes. “I never worked on the floor at Blakemore’s, Avery. That doesn’t make sense. What did he look like?”

      “A big guy. Like Gabriel’s size big; you know, the type of big you notice. He had this tattoo around his eye—a double crescent. Long, scraggly hair. Dark… not dark skinned but like dark hair and eyes. You know. His clothes were bizarre, even for here. Expensive looking, but like from another country. Oh, and the weirdest part, he paid for his dinner with a diamond. I thought he’d stiffed me, but Mom took it to a pawnshop and it was worth nine hundred bucks.”

      Raven bristled. There were two physical traits that distinguished Paragonians from humans. One was a double crescent-shaped discoloration around the right eye. The other was three vee-shaped ridges at the base of the skull. New Orleans was brimming with people who loved to celebrate their individuality, often augmenting their physical forms in a number of ways from piercings to silicon injections, but she doubted it was coincidence this visitor resembled a Paragonian. Not when he’d paid the bill with a jewel.

      “What did you tell him, Avery?”

      “Do you know him? I told him you were out of town with Gabriel and he should go to Blakemore’s and talk to Richard or Agnes.”

      Raven closed her eyes and cursed under her breath. “If he comes back, don’t give him any information about me or Gabriel or anything else. Whatever you do, don’t tell him where we are. And if you can, get one of the other employees to serve him. He’s dangerous.”

      “O-okay. Did I do something wrong? Who is this guy? Why is he looking for you?”

      “He’s a…” Raven looked down at Artemis whose tail was flicking left then right in annoyance. “He’s a disgruntled ex-employee of Gabriel’s. He’s got a history of violence, so be careful.”

      “Oh my gosh, really? That’s so scary. I’ll tell Mom too, in case he comes in again. He might. He loved the jambalaya. Ate every last bite, and you know we serve enough for four.”

      “If he knows you’re my sister, he might try to get more information out of you. Protect yourself, Avery. This guy is trouble.”

      “I have a gun behind the bar and the cops on speed dial.”

      “Good girl.” Raven wished she were there to place a protective ward on the Three Sisters, but it would have to wait. “I’ll call you when I know more about our return date.” Raven exchanged goodbyes with her sister and hung up the phone. Seeming to pick up on Raven’s energy, Artemis let out a disgruntled meow.

      Raven climbed to her feet and scrambled into the hall. “Gabriel?”

      She found him in the kitchen and relayed everything Avery had told her.

      “Based on her description, it sounds like Scoria,” Gabriel said. “My mother and Brynhoff have not given up on finding you. This is bad, Raven. If a member of the Obsidian Guard is here, they will stop at nothing. They are lethal hunters.”

      “But how did he find me?”

      “I’m not sure.” Gabriel frowned. “But I’ll keep you safe.”

      “My sister told him I was with you. She didn’t know any better.”

      He inhaled through his teeth.

      Raven frowned. “We need to tell Tobias.”

      “We will when he gets home. He doesn’t like me to disturb him at the hospital.” He pulled his phone from his pocket. “I’ll call Richard and Agnes and give them a heads-up.”

      Raven slid into his arms. “I’m scared, Gabriel.”

      He kissed the top of her head. “Scoria doesn’t know where we are. No one has this address. You’ll be safe here.”

      She pulled back and looked up at him, a wave of fear passing through her. “But what about them? We’re not there to protect them.”

      He rubbed her shoulder but didn’t respond. Richard had answered his call, and Gabriel was already barking orders into his phone.
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      The next day Sabrina couldn’t get Tobias out of her head. She couldn’t wait to see him again, to feel the way she always felt in his presence, like she belonged there and was valued by him. It made her shift at the hospital downright painful. Patient after patient, she had to check herself to stay focused on the task at hand.

      Although she tried not to think about it, her thoughts of Tobias circled back to her coven. She understood why her father had executed the three werewolves the way he had. This was war. A good leader had to think about the morale of the coven. Vampires bonded over a shared win.

      But it also made her worried for Tobias. The execution was meant to send a message to the other supernatural creatures in surrounding areas to stay out of the city. Stories about the brutal fall of the Racine shifters would undoubtedly reach other shifter packs, a clear message that Chicago belonged to the Lamia vampires. Outsiders would not be tolerated.

      There was nothing more outsider than a dragon.

      Still, she’d worked with him for years and had never known he was supernatural. If they were going to be together, she needed to make him understand that his safety depended on them keeping his secret. It could be done, if they were careful.

      She prayed to the goddess that he would understand her need for discretion. The memory of his lips, the taste of his blood—it sent shivers of pleasure down her spine. For years she’d assumed he was a stoic and reserved human. Now everything about him intrigued her. When he’d blocked that bullet for her, she’d seen who he really was, a male with a heart as big and broad as that chest she couldn’t get off her mind. He was warm and far more generous than any of her kind. And when she was with him, she didn’t feel quite so alone.

      “Hey!” Katelyn yelled.

      Sabrina snapped back into the moment. She’d been drawing blood from the young patient. The tube was full, but she’d been so distracted she hadn’t withdrawn the needle.

      “Sorry.” She pressed a piece of gauze over the hole the needle left behind and taped it into place. “That’s it. I’ll send this to the lab.”

      “No one can believe I’m getting better. They’re afraid to send me home,” Katelyn said.

      “Yeah. The doctors need to do a few more tests.” She tapped the girl on the nose. The doctors thought the recovery was temporary, but Sabrina kept that part to herself. “No more oxygen tube though. Your body is incredible. A miracle.”

      “It wasn’t a miracle. It was Dr. Toby.” The girl covered her mouth with both hands and giggled.

      “Dr. Toby made you better?”

      Katelyn whispered behind her cupped hand, “He put a mermaid scale around my neck and it made me feel all warm and fuzzy inside. When he took it off, I started getting better.”

      “A mermaid scale, huh?” That was cute. It seemed like it was always mermaids or princesses with this age. And she loved that Tobias allowed his young patients to call him Dr. Toby. So much more personable than the formal Dr. Winthrop.

      “He told me I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone, but I can tell you, right? You won’t tell.”

      Sabrina paused. “Dr. Toby told you not to tell anyone?”

      “He put it on me in the middle of the night. He said the necklace was our secret and that I shouldn’t tell anyone about it, not even my parents.”

      She nodded even as her stomach clenched. “Um. I see. Well, Dr. Toby is a good doctor, and if he asks you to do something, you should do it. I’ll keep this a secret, but please don’t tell anyone else, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      She forced a smile and squeezed the girl’s hand. “I’ll send your parents back in.”

      As Sabrina left the room and told Katelyn’s parents that she was done, all she could think about was Tobias. He’d become quite the hero of late. Mermaid scale, her ass. This was exactly the type of thing that could draw attention to him and scrutiny from her coven over what he was. She needed to talk to him soon. One slip could ruin everything.
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      Sabrina swore to herself that she’d ask Tobias right away about Katelyn and the mermaid scale. She couldn’t put off telling him about the werewolves being executed or about her tenuous position as the heir to the Lamia Coven any longer. But when she met him outside the Field Museum that afternoon, her mouth couldn’t form the words.

      I’m not just a vampire but also a vampire princess whose father is known for executing werewolves and other shifters, she thought. But the words never left her head. She didn’t want to ruin this. A real date with the sexy, mysterious doctor.  Her promise to herself dissolved into a distant thought, a shadow cast out by the light of his smile. Not today. Today she’d enjoy being with him.

      “When you said you wanted to show me something, I wasn’t expecting dinosaur bones,” Sabrina said.

      Tobias offered her his hand and she took it, threading her fingers into his. “I like it here. Learning about the past has always made me feel hopeful, a reminder of all the things this planet has overcome.” Tobias moved closer as they strolled toward the gigantic skeleton of a titanosaur in the main hall.

      She raised an eyebrow. “That’s an interesting way to look at it considering we’re standing beside a creature that is now extinct.”

      He laughed. “You have a point.” He gestured toward the stairs. “The rest of the dinosaurs are on the upper level.”

      “Is that what you wanted to show me? The dinosaurs?” It tickled her soul that he did. He was like an eight-year-old boy, excited about the adventure of an archeological dig. Unexpected. His blue eyes flashed in her direction, playful and flirtatious. He squeezed her hand. She breathed deeply as the scent of almonds and cinnamon grew stronger.

      “The other day, when you were taking care of my shoulder, you asked about where I come from.”

      “You told me. Paragon,” she offered. “Although I’m still trying to get my head around the idea of that land being in a different dimension.”

      “Harder to believe than the existence of vampires and dragons in the Midwest?”

      “Touché.” She followed him up the worn marble stairs. “What do dinosaurs have to do with where you come from?”

      He grinned mischievously. “Patience is a virtue, Ms. Bishop.”

      “So is perseverance.” She bit her lip and tugged on his hand. “Why can’t you tell me now?”

      “It’s easier to show you.”

      He led her to an exhibit entrance labeled Griffin Halls of Evolving Planet. Sabrina followed him into a room filled with monster-sized skeletons. The hollow, dark holes that were once a triceratops’s eyes gave her pause. She felt tiny and oddly like she was standing in a cemetery. She’d been here before, of course, but it had been years ago. The world-class museums of Chicago were something she had taken for granted for decades. She was wrong to do that. This exhibit was breathtaking, and she loved that an immortal like Tobias was still interested in its charms.

      Tobias’s gaze shifted in her direction. “When I first came here from Paragon, I didn’t think my kind had ever been to this realm before.”

      She laughed softly. “I admit I didn’t think you existed before Maverick’s.”

      Tobias gazed up at the bones of a brontosaurus. “My first clue that my people might have a shared history with humans was when I read a book on Greek mythology at university. The mythology of my kind includes many of the same characters as your Greek mythology, although some of the specifics are different.”

      “Greek mythology? Zeus, Hera and the like?”

      “Yep.”

      “Not what I would associate with dragons.”

      “Oh, but our origin story includes Greek figures. As the story goes, a daughter of Helios named Circe made the first of what I am. Legend has it that the first dragon was woven from the fabric of the universe by the titans. Back then, dragons were carnivorous beasts filled with magic and unable to shift into this form.” He pointed at himself. “At that time, dragons were hunted for their hides and for the magic they carried in their blood, flesh, and bones, not to mention for the treasure that all dragons hoarded. Our numbers dwindled. Dragons were forced into hiding, into caves and remote places. That is how the first dragon, Balthyzika, ended up on an island called Aeaea, an island where the goddess Circe made her home.”

      Sabrina tucked her hair behind her ear. It had been a long time since she’d studied Greek mythology, but she remembered a little about Circe. “She was a prisoner there, wasn’t she?”

      “Yes. An outcast of the gods. Aeaea was her island, protected by her sorcery, and therefore an ideal place for a dragon to hide. One day, the goddess Circe asked Balthyzika for a single scale to use as an amulet to protect her son. Dragons can make themselves invisible. A dragon’s scale when worn around the neck can render the wearer invisible as well. Circe had powerful enemies, deities who’d sworn to kill her firstborn. Balthyzika was a wise dragon. She agreed to help Circe, but in exchange for her scale she asked the goddess for one thing in return.”

      He stepped up to an alcove showcasing a smaller set of bones, but Sabrina’s attention was locked on Tobias. “What did she ask for?”

      “Balthyzika knew that Circe was a talented witch, especially gifted at transformations. She asked that all dragons and their progeny be able to take the form of those who hunted our kind. This form.” He pointed to his chest.

      “Human form.”

      “Yes. But in Paragon, there are no humans. This form is also the form of elves, witches, gods, and goddesses. So in our mythology this shape is simply referred to as soma, which means our two-legged form. I was fascinated how closely this story mirrored human stories of Circe. Still, I thought it was a coincidence, until I found this.” He pointed at the exhibit they were standing in front of: a large flat fossil with an imprint of a skeleton in the stone. The dinosaur itself was about the size of a duck and had… feathers. She read the plaque mounted near the exhibit.

      “Caihong juji was discovered by a farmer in northeast China. Although small in stature, this newly discovered species of dinosaur from 161 million years ago had perfectly preserved bones and feathers. Analysis revealed that Caihong juji had a crested head and brightly colored feathers that shimmered iridescent in the light. Its name means ‘rainbow with the big crest’ in Mandarin.” She shifted her gaze to Tobias. “I didn’t know dinosaurs could have feathers.”

      “When I first came into this exhibit, it was disturbing to me how similar your dinosaurs’ bones were to dragon bones, but I found one huge difference. All your carnivorous dinosaurs are theropods. They walked on two legs. Dragons are four-legged carnivores. If we are related to these beasts, it’s a distant relation. But this”—he pointed at Caihong juji—“this still exists in Paragon.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I know this creature. It lives still in the jungles of my homeland. My people sometimes keep them as pets. We call them kalitoos.”

      “Oh my goddess.”

      “This is proof that at some point, millions of years ago, our dimensions, our histories, intersected.”

      “That… that’s incredible.” What he’d revealed to her suddenly made her eyebrows shoot up. “Wait, are you saying that if you shift into your other form, you’re as big as a dinosaur?”

      He nodded. “Roughly.”

      “Holy shit,” she mumbled under her breath. She took a step back despite herself.

      “Sabrina…”

      “It’s a lot to take in.”

      He placed a hand over hers on the railing. “You’re the first person I’ve shared any of this with.”

      “I am?”

      “Yes, you are. Who else could I trust? Who else would believe me?”

      She took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “You can trust me.” Her eyes locked with his, and his energy was so strong she could feel his heat against her skin. It would be rude for her to drain off that energy without permission, but she was tempted. Even the roasted-almond scent of it made her mouth water. She swallowed.

      He leaned toward her, his sapphire-blue eyes growing darker until she thought if she tripped she might fall right into their depths. “I wanted to share this with you because I like you, Sabrina. I want to give whatever this is between us a chance.”

      She took a deep breath and smoothed her hair behind her ear. Now was the time to talk to him about who she really was. All she had to do was tell him that she was vampire royalty and they needed to be discreet.  “I…” The word petered out on her tongue. Why couldn’t she speak?

      His lips were close, his shoulder brushing hers as they leaned on the railing in front of the exhibit. She parted her lips, ready for him to kiss her.

      Quite suddenly his gaze shifted away from her and his full lips curved into a scowl.

      “Tobias?” She followed his line of sight to a shabbily dressed man who was staring in their direction. The vibe coming off him was nothing short of deadly, but it was the tattoo on his neck that made her skin prickle.

      “Isn’t that the man from Maverick’s Café?” he whispered. “The one who shot at us?”

      Sabrina’s memory flashed to the shaman on his knees in front of her. To the identical triangular symbol he’d worn tattooed on his neck. Why hadn’t she put two and two together? She grabbed Tobias’s hand. “We need to get the hell out of here. Now!”
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      Nostrils flaring, Tobias took in the scent of the man with the neck tattoo as he tugged Sabrina by the arm, weaving between the exhibits. The stranger was a werewolf, no doubt about it. Tobias hadn’t noticed before in Maverick’s because the scent of roasted coffee had masked his odor, but now the stink of wolf was unmistakable. He’d already shot at Sabrina once. Tobias didn’t plan to give this asshole another chance at hurting her.

      His dragon roused, his protective instinct causing him to put his body between her and the stranger. He guided her deeper into the exhibit. “There. The tour group.”

      Tobias remained pressed against her protectively as Sabrina blended into a large group of elderly tourists.

      “No. We need to get away from people.” She tugged at his hand. “I don’t want anyone else hurt.”

      “What does this guy want?” Tobias dodged behind a man in a heavy wool coat and glanced over his shoulder. The shifter glared at him through the sea of gray hair.

      “He wants me dead.”

      He tugged her arm. “Why?”

      “There’s something I need to tell you. I… My coven retaliated against an attack by his pack. We wiped them out. As far as I know, he’s the last of them.”

      “Fuck.” Tobias broke into a jog, leading Sabrina toward the exhibit exit. “So he’s out for revenge?”

      “Yes.”

      “Their tracking abilities are legendary. We need to go somewhere to cover our scent.”

      Sabrina shook her head. “We will never lose him. Werewolves can smell a cheese doodle at the bottom of a tar pit.”

      Bounding down the hall, Tobias dodged into an area labeled Plants of the World. “There’s a stairwell in the back,” he whispered.

      Thankfully, this exhibit was almost empty. His footsteps fell in time with Sabrina’s as they weaved in and out of the models of exotic plants. He stopped short when he saw the door to the stairwell.

      Sabrina swore.

      A sign was posted on the door, Closed for maintenance. Tobias jiggled the handle. Locked.

      “Where do you think you’re going, Princess?” The man with the tattoo stood behind them, holding a dagger in his hand like he knew how to use it.

      Tobias slid in front of Sabrina and growled. He’d never been a warrior. Even in Paragon, he was a sparring partner for his brothers, nothing more. He’d never won a match in his life. Gabriel could knock him on his ass with one swipe of a bo staff by the time they were teenagers. No, Tobias had always been the quietly speculative one, a trusted confidant to his siblings and occasionally a trickster. As dragons went, he was far more confident in his wit than in his abilities as a fighter. Still, at the moment, he was sure he could tear the man to shreds. His inner dragon had his teeth bared, and although Tobias hadn’t shifted in decades, he was ready to do so.

      The man’s nostrils flared and a laugh started deep in his chest. “You’re a shifter. Not a wolf. Something else. Something exotic.”

      “Don’t come any closer. You don’t want to find out.” The roar that thundered from Tobias’s chest could have come from a T. rex, and his throat felt hot. He was close, very close, his body trembling with the need to protect. Sabrina’s hand landed on his back. Worried he’d hurt her in the shift, he tried to rein the dragon in but couldn’t stop a set of talons from slowly extending from the first knuckles of his hands.

      “You don’t know what she is, do you?” the man said. “Her coven would cut off your head and bathe in your blood. Vampires don’t like shifters. Chicago vampires don’t tolerate them within coven boundaries.”

      “Shut up,” Tobias said. He didn’t recognize his own voice.

      Sabrina moved around Tobias’s outstretched arms. Her fangs dropped and she looked positively feral. “What do you want from me?”

      “Retribution.”

      She scoffed. “Your pack murdered my mother. My coven retaliated. You got what was coming to you.”

      He snorted. “Is that what your dear old dad told you? I hate to break it to you, Princess, but that blood debt was paid decades ago. Not only did we excuse your father’s beheading of Frenwald in payment for his crime, we turned over his father to pay off the blood debt, and then we left your territory. It was your father who broke the treaty and slaughtered our kind on our own land.” The dagger trembled in his hand. “I am the last of my line. I will avenge my pack.”

      “Liar.”

      “Am I?” the man said through his teeth.

      Tobias glanced between Sabrina and the werewolf. She was staring at the man’s dagger, tears forming in her eyes. It wasn’t fear he saw in her expression but something else. Something he didn’t fully understand.

      “You want your revenge? Then have it!” To Tobias’s horror, she spread her arms wide and stepped forward.

      “No!” Tobias lunged for her, but it was too late. The werewolf stabbed the dagger into Sabrina’s chest, then withdrew it quickly like he might repeat the motion.

      Heat tore through Tobias, tore him in half, and then he was standing over her, looking at the werewolf from a perspective only possible in his dragon form. His jaws snapped, his teeth impaling the wolf’s shoulder.

      “Let him go.” Sabrina’s soft, pained voice came from between his paws.

      Tobias flung the wolf away from her and he disappeared at superspeed. He tried to see how critically Sabrina was injured, but in this form his body was too big. He stilled out of fear he might inadvertently crush her. He needed to shift, but it had been so long and his dragon didn’t want to go back in its cage.

      He was still wrestling with his inner beast when a family of three rounded the corner. Tobias froze. He tried not to blink.

      “Damn, that one is realistic,” the dad said.

      “Looks like a dragon,” the mother said.

      “It’s a nodosaur,” the boy said, rolling his eyes. He stuck a Slim Jim between his teeth and tore off a piece. “They found it in Alberta, Canada.”

      “Oh, that’s right. Looks like the display is under construction.” The father pointed toward the sign on the door to the stairwell behind him.

      “Do you want to get some lunch?” the mother asked.

      The family wandered off toward the exit. As soon as they were out of sight, Tobias closed his eyes and willed his heart to slow. Back in the box, he thought. He concentrated on his human form—it was in there, somewhere. A flash of searing heat flowed through him, and then he had the distinct feeling of turning inside out. It wasn’t exactly painful, but when he was finally in his humanoid form, he was naked and covered in a slick of mucus. He turned himself invisible.

      “Tobias?” Sabrina pressed her hand against the wound in her chest.

      “I’m here. Covering our tracks.” He dug his cell phone and wallet out of what remained of his pants. There was nothing else identifying about his clothing. He shoved the scraps into a garbage receptacle.

      “Get me out of here. There was something on that blade. I’m not healing.”

      He looked back at her, at the flow of blood oozing through her fingers.

      He scooped her into his arms, casting his invisibility over her, and kicked open the locked stairwell door. Ignoring the tools and paint cans lining the stairs, he descended and raced for the exit.
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      Sabrina couldn’t remember losing consciousness. She’d blinked on the stairwell in the Field Museum and awoke in a soft white bed in a spotless room remarkable only for its clean, uncluttered decor and contrasting dark furniture.

      “She’s waking up,” a woman said beside her.

      “Thank the Mountain.” She turned her head to find Tobias, dressed in jeans and a fleece, leaning over her. He slid his hand into hers and brought his lips to her ear. “I know you’ve been trying to get into my bed since you met me, but don’t you think this is a little extreme?”

      A laugh bubbled from her chest, and it hurt so bad it brought tears to her eyes.

      “Knock it off, Tobias,” the woman beside him said. Her piercing blue eyes assessed her as a doctor would a patient. “Sabrina, my name is Raven. I’m a witch, and I’m helping Tobias heal you. Where does it hurt?”

      Sabrina didn’t miss Tobias’s grimace when Raven called herself a witch. She understood the reaction. On any other occasion she would question the witch’s presence in vampire territory, but currently she was in no condition to bite the hand that fed her. If the woman could stop this pain in her chest, she’d take the help. Besides, the one called Raven had a kind face. Maybe she was being naïve, but Sabrina trusted her.

      Sabrina opened her mouth to try to relate that her chest hurt and that she was having trouble breathing, but no sound came out. Black dots circled in her vision.

      “The amulet isn’t working.” Tobias reached for her throat and removed a white disk that shone in the light with rainbow colors like mother-of-pearl.

      For a moment she wondered what it was, then the pain distracted her from wondering anything. She closed her eyes tightly against the searing wave that burned in her veins. When she opened them again, Raven was peeking under the bandage on her chest. The dark-haired woman frowned.

      “What’s going on, Raven?” The muscles in Tobias’s jaw twitched.

      “I’m not sure. You say she was stabbed with a dagger. Do you know what it was made of?”

      “No. It looked metal, silver colored. Maybe it was silver?”

      “Silver might slow healing in a vampire. I’m not familiar enough with vampire anatomy to know for sure, and I wouldn’t know where to start to research effects on a vampire hybrid like Sabrina. It’s festering worse than it would if she were human.”

      “What if there was some left in her?” Tobias asked. “Maybe he poisoned the blade with liquid silver.”

      Sabrina wished she could speak. Silver didn’t hurt her. Not like this. Thanks to her human side, she could wear silver jewelry without irritation. Even full-blooded vampires could tolerate some silver, although it did weaken them. This was more than weakness. Whatever the wolf had stabbed her with was killing her.

      As Sabrina watched helplessly, the witch dug in a bag on the nightstand and retrieved a glass vial. She pulled out the cork, then lowered the glass to her wound. Sabrina cried out as Raven dug her finger in the lesion and scraped a sample of the blood, ooze, and grit into the container.

      “You’re hurting her.” Tobias rounded the bed and pressed a clean piece of gauze over the oozing lesion. His worried face came close to Sabrina’s. “Shhh. You’ll be okay. We’re going to take care of you.”

      “There’s something poisoning her, Tobias, and I don’t have the spell to determine what it is.”

      “What do you mean, you don’t have the spell?” Tobias asked over her.

      Sabrina closed her eyes because the black dots were getting more persistent.

      “I mean I absorb magic and none of the spells in my memory are right for this task. Is there an occult shop in Chicago? I need to research this. Maybe ask for help.”

      Tobias frowned. “I… I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know?”

      “I’ve been living as a human for hundreds of years. The occult is not a hobby of mine.”

      Raven rolled her eyes. “It is now.”

      Sabrina swallowed and willed the words over her lips. “Bell… and… Candle. Edgewater,” she rasped. The witch there was a friend of the coven. She was on the payroll. No witch knew vampires better than her.

      Tobias smoothed her hair back. “Shh. We’ll take care of it.”

      “Does that mean anything to you?”

      Tobias nodded. “Yeah. Edgewater is a neighborhood here. Bell and Candle must be a shop. I’ll find an address. I’ll stay with her while you go.” He pulled his phone from his pocket and started typing furiously.

      “I’ll take Gabriel.”

      Tobias made a guttural sound deep in his throat. “I just forwarded the location to you. Please hurry. Raven, look at her arm.”

      Although she couldn’t see what Tobias did, Sabrina could feel it. Pain branched from the wound in her chest all the way down to the fingers of her left arm. She closed her eyes against the pain. Her body began to shiver, her teeth clacking as the icy poison flooded her veins.

      “I’ll find a way. I promise,” Raven said. Sabrina heard footsteps retreat into the hall.

      A moment later, she smelled Tobias’s roasted-cinnamon-almond scent grow stronger. The bed dipped beside her, and then the heat of his body swaddled her. Her muscles relaxed, soothed by his dragon warmth. Her body was ailing, but beside him, she felt safe.

      “I don’t know why you let that wolf stab you, Sabrina, but I’m not going to let you die. I swear to the Mountain, we’ll figure this out. Stay with me.” His fingers threaded into hers, and then she drifted to sleep.
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      Raven held her scarf to her face as she entered Bell and Candle, a tiny occult shop in the Edgewater neighborhood of Chicago. Gabriel entered right behind her, so close that she gave him a cautionary glare. She understood he wanted to protect her, but that didn’t mean she needed to wear him like a sweater. It might intimidate the employees here.

      Gentle warmth surrounded her as she passed the threshold, and a citrus-scented zing of energy filled her nose. Another witch was here. A good witch. Her power was a balm, a fresh-baked cookie, a vanilla-scented candle.

      “Mmmm.” Raven removed her scarf, unzipped her coat, and rolled her shoulders. Sabrina’s message hadn’t led them astray. This place was brimming with magic.

      “I’ll take that to mean this is the right place,” Gabriel whispered.

      “Can’t you smell the magic?”

      Gabriel shook his head. “I can feel it though, like a tickle at the back of my throat.”

      A woman appeared in front of them, no bigger than a child, with a hunched back and two abnormally short arms, her malformed hands turning in toward her chest. One of her eyes was cloudy and didn’t move in conjunction with the other. She had the most beautiful aura Raven had ever seen.

      “Oh,” Raven said. “You’re powerful. A witch and something more.”

      The woman grinned. “I am of druid blood. What a pleasure to have a visit from a natural witch. Most who come in here think I’m nothing more than the cashier.”

      Raven laughed. “Is this your store? It has the most wonderful energy. It feels like a cup of tea.”

      “Thank you. It’s a custom spell of essential oils and ancient enchantments. But you didn’t come here to ask me about my store.” Her good eye flicked to Gabriel. “I can see you have serious business. What can I do for you today?”

      Raven pulled the vial of blood and grit she’d taken from Sabrina’s wound and held it up between her fingers. “I need to know what the silvery substance is suspended in this blood. It’s keeping my friend from healing properly.”

      The old woman narrowed her good eye on the vial, her nostrils flaring. She glanced toward the front window. “Come to the back. Out of sight.”

      Raven followed her through the shelves of books and carefully curated crystals to the checkout counter.

      “Remove the cap.”

      Raven obliged, unscrewing the vial. A foul odor wafted from the tube.

      “Your friend has been assaulted by a vampire,” the old woman said. “I smell both vampire and human blood.”

      “Our friend is a vampire. Half vampire, half human.” Raven held the sample closer to the woman’s nose.

      The old woman’s bushy gray eyebrows rose. “Are you positive about that?”

      “Her mother was a necromancer,” Raven explained. “She’s the only one.”

      A harsh, gritty sound came from the witch’s throat. “What is your name, sister?”

      “Raven.”

      “You seem like a good person and I sense you are a powerful witch, so I will give you a warning. Your ‘friend’ is the heir to the Chicago vampire coven, and I highly doubt an actual friend at all. Her coven is well-known for being intolerant of other supernaturals. I am the last practicing witch in this city with any real power, and the only reason they allow me to stay is because they believe my disability is a hindrance to the magic I am capable of. You, however, they will kill the first chance they get.”

      “Kill me? Why would they kill me?”

      “Fear. Vampires are terribly afraid of other supernatural creatures due to their daytime vulnerability. This coven especially will not tolerate outsiders. If I were you, I’d let this poison do its dirty work.”

      Raven glanced at Gabriel. The firm set of his jaw echoed her feelings precisely. They couldn’t trust this witch, not without talking to Tobias, but she seemed to be telling the truth. “Do you know what that is in her blood?”

      “This is very rare. I didn’t think any existed anymore.”

      “What is it?”

      “The only thing that can make a stab wound lethal to a vampire other than a wooden stake to the heart. The last vampire hunter of Chicago discovered it by accident while investigating the Holmes murders. A vampire, by definition, is dead—a reanimated corpse. This solution is made from the crystallized bodies of a type of African dermestid beetle mixed with the sap of Mancinella dendrocnide, a deadly plant from the same region. Decades ago, a scientist named Wulfrid Keetridge, who also happened to be a werewolf, discovered the substance during an exploration of the Congo. Native locals used the concoction to break down the bodies of their dead.

      “Keetridge brought the substance back to Chicago where it was used to successfully turn the tide in the war between the vampires of the South Side and the werewolves of the North Side. When used to coat weapons, the crystallized sap will break down the body of a vampire faster than it can heal itself. It’s more effective than a wooden stake. A stake must be applied to the heart. Keetridge Solution can be injected into a vampire anywhere and it will fester until the poison reaches the brain. It is absolutely lethal.”

      “Is there an antidote?”

      She laughed. “No.”

      Raven narrowed her eyes. The scent in the air shifted. Her gut told her Madam Chloe wasn’t telling the whole truth. “There must be something that can be done.”

      “Dear witch, I can see this vampire means something to you. Fear not. If you are as powerful as I think you are, there is a way for you to cure the vampire. Though it will not be easy.”

      Raven lowered her chin. “If there is a spell, I can do it. I promise you.”

      The old woman toddled to a bookshelf and a large tome floated down from the top row. “There is no antidote, but you can extract the substance if it hasn’t reached her brain. I’ll warn you, the longer you wait, the more difficult it will be and the more potentially deadly.”

      Raven snatched the book out of the air and placed it on the counter. She held her hand above it. The pages flipped themselves, the magic feeding her as the spells turned under her fingers. When she’d taken all it had to give, it closed itself with a thunk.

      The witch clucked her tongue. “This isn’t a library, dearie. That will be $149.95.”

      Gabriel pulled out his credit card.

      “I’ll need a dozen white candles, a bone dagger, and a live rat,” Raven said.

      “The candle and dagger I can do. You’re on your own for the rat. May I suggest a pet store?” Candles floated onto the counter along with a curved, bone knife. The witch smiled. “The new total will be $395.98.”

      Gabriel handed her the card, and Raven watched in wonder as the woman used her crippled hands to promptly ring them up as her items bagged themselves. Raven gripped the handles of the recyclable paper sack. She smiled warmly at her fellow witch. “Thank you for your help.”

      “You may call me Madam Chloe.” She hopped down from the stool behind the register. “I wish you luck, but I will warn you. Vampires are not your friends. Be wary, sister. You may find yourself in dire circumstances if you refuse to acknowledge her risk to you.”

      “Understood.”

      “You’ll find a containment spell in that book that neutralizes the supernatural powers of the one you use it on. It may come in handy if she turns on you.”

      “Thank you, Madam Chloe. I’ll keep it in mind.”

      She zipped her coat and wrapped her scarf around her face before following Gabriel out into the winter cold.

      “I don’t think Madam Chloe was lying,” Raven said. “Do you think Tobias knows?”

      Gabriel growled. “If he does, he’s thinking with his dick. He has no idea the kind of danger he’s put us in. If this woman is truly vampire royalty…”

      “Be prepared if all this is as much a surprise to him as it is to us. I doubt he’ll take the news well.”

      Gabriel’s head came around quickly to face her. “No? Why not?”

      “Because he loves her, Gabriel! You must see it. The look in Tobias’s eyes when he talks about Sabrina is the same as the look you used to have when people talked about me.”

      Gabriel opened the door to the car and helped her inside, looking every bit the dragon she knew him to be. “A lot of good that will do if she gets us all killed!”
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      It had been a long time since Tobias had experienced the level of dread that burned in his torso. Over three hundred years to be exact. The last time he’d felt this way was the moment his uncle’s blade had severed the neck of his oldest brother Marius on his coronation day. That day a wave of his mother’s hand had sent him and his siblings tumbling through a tear between dimensions. They’d been cast out, exiled from Paragon.

      As he watched over Sabrina’s unconscious body, holding her hand, that familiar dread made his heart ache. Why had she let the wolf stab her? Had she known what she was doing? Known the consequences? Known that she might die?

      He ground his teeth. Unacceptable.

      His dragon wanted her. Deep inside, a part of him he’d forgotten existed had chosen her the moment she’d kissed him in that stairwell. Oh, Tobias had desired her long before that. He’d admired her for years. She was quirky and caring, the type of nurse he’d always wanted by his side if he could get her. He’d suppressed those feelings when he’d thought she was human. The kiss simply unveiled what was already there and made her accessible to him as a fellow supernatural. She’d awakened the dragon. Now he needed her. Needed her like he needed a home.

      Damn, where was Raven? Whatever poison was on the blade the wolf had stabbed into Sabrina’s heart was working its dark magic. Spidery black veins spread from the wound down her arms, torso, and legs. They hadn’t marred her beautiful face yet, but he could see the poison spreading, creeping like death across her collarbones.

      Her hand, ice-cold in his, was limp, helpless. He couldn’t lose her. Not now.

      “We have it.” Raven entered the room looking far more grim than when she’d left. Behind her, Gabriel mirrored her expression. “I can fix her.”

      “Thank the Mountain.” He did a double take when Raven didn’t move. “Why do you two look like this is bad news?”

      “The witch we got this from shared something with us, something you need to know,” Gabriel said.

      “What?”

      “She said that Sabrina’s coven does not tolerate other supernaturals in their territory. She suggested that if Raven saves her, she or her kind will kill us all.” A dark cloud passed behind Gabriel’s eyes. He leaned a shoulder against the doorway as if the conversation was draining him.

      Tobias shook his head. “That’s bullshit. Sabrina would never hurt you or anyone else.”

      “But her coven would, wouldn’t they?” Raven shot him a knowing look.

      “I… I don’t know.” Tobias wished he could forget the wolf’s face when he’d accused Sabrina’s coven of slaughtering his people. That wasn’t her. It might be her kind, but it wasn’t her. “She is not her coven.”

      “Sabrina gave us the name of that occult shop. The witch there knew her.” Raven’s tone was heavy with concern. “She swore to us that supernaturals in this city are either working for the vampire coven, driven out by it, or murdered by it. Sabrina knows what you are. She knows what I am. What if the witch is telling the truth? What if Sabrina intends to force us out of the city?”

      “I don’t give a shit. You will fix her.” An icy chill ran the course of Tobias’s body, and a deep growl bubbled from his throat. “Fix her now, before it’s too late.”

      Tobias watched his brother start at the ferocity in his voice. Good. He should be afraid. Tobias was going to lose his shit if Raven didn’t get moving on the cure.

      “Consider what we are telling you—”

      “No,” he said through his teeth. “You told me you need to stay here for a while, that it isn’t safe in New Orleans for you. This is the price. Do this or get out.” He pointed at Sabrina.

      Raven lowered her chin. She glanced at Gabriel, who gave her a stern nod.

      “Okay, but I’ll need your help. This isn’t going to be easy.” Raven approached the side of the bed. “She’s infected with a rare poison designed to eat dead flesh. Vampire flesh. If she weren’t half human, she would likely already be dead.”

      Tobias growled, his lips peeling back from his teeth.

      Raven glared at him. “That shit isn’t helping anyone. Are you going to help me or wait outside?”

      “I’ll help you,” Tobias said. Gabriel rounded the bed. “What’s he doing?”

      “I’ll have to perform a spell to draw the poison out of her system. I can do it, but it’s going to hurt. Wherever this stuff is in her body, it’s going to work its way out via the shortest route possible.”

      “Tear through her skin.” Tobias swallowed hard.

      “Yes, and whatever other organs are in the way. As a vampire, she’ll heal, Tobias. It won’t kill her. But it will hurt.”

      “There’s no other way?”

      Raven shook her head. “No. She’s dying. We need to do this quickly.”

      He nodded. “Okay. What do I do?”

      “You hold her arms. Gabriel will take her legs.”

      Tobias obeyed, but seeing Gabriel touch Sabrina sent him into a mental tailspin. He choked back a growl and looked away, directly at Sabrina’s face.

      Raven’s emerald ring began to glow. Candles flew from her bag and placed themselves on every surface around her. With a snap of her fingers, their wicks blazed to life. The scent of burning cloves bloomed within the room.

      “Artemis, if you please,” Raven said.

      The cat appeared beside her, then jumped onto the bed. A small rat squirmed in her teeth.

      “Where did she get that?” Tobias asked.

      “She’s very resourceful.” Raven gave him a cross look. She drew the rat from the feline’s mouth and held it over Sabrina’s chest. “Ready?”

      Tobias met her eyes. “Please save her, Raven.”

      She nodded sternly, then turned her attention to the task at hand. Raven’s blue eyes filled with light, and she snapped her fingers over the struggling rodent. It went limp in her palm. Extending the rat’s body over Sabrina’s torso, she yelled, “Antallagi!” She stabbed the rat in the gut with a bone knife. Blood dripped. Power flooded the room in a tidal wave that blew Tobias’s hair back. The candles flickered. His nostrils flared as the scent of cloves grew stronger.

      Suddenly Sabrina’s eyes flew open. Raven dropped the dagger and helped Tobias hold Sabrina’s arm down with the hand that wasn’t holding the rat. Tipping her head back, Sabrina shrieked. Bloody silver globs broke from her flesh—the poison leaving her system—and traveled through the air to the rat, where they buried themselves in the creature’s gut. Sabrina cried out again, arching off the bed, her eyes wild with agony, her breath coming in pants between screams as a thousand pinpoints of red exploded across her skin. Tobias held her wrists to the mattress, feeling torn in two. He desperately wanted to save her from the pain but was entirely helpless to do so.

      “Shhh. Shhh. It’s going to be okay,” he said, but he had no idea if he was telling her the truth.

      She screamed again.

      “Is this normal?” he yelled into the enchanted wind that swirled in the room. His eyes locked on Raven. “You’re killing her!”

      Sabrina’s screaming reached a crescendo. And then it stopped. The black veins receded and then disappeared. The last pieces of silver floated from her skin and invaded the rat’s body.

      “Sabrina, I’m here. Stay with me,” Tobias said.

      Ever so slowly, her breathing evened out and her back lowered to the bed. She was covered in dozens of open wounds, but they were healing, closing themselves up. Her limbs relaxed.

      “You’re okay. We got it out of you,” he said. He wanted to hold her hand but was afraid to let go of her.

      “It’s done. You can release her,” Raven said, pinching the rat closed with both hands.

      He freed her wrists. Gabriel moved to Raven’s side from where he’d been securing her legs.

      “She’ll need rest and to feed.” Raven nodded toward her bag and Gabriel retrieved a unit of blood from its depths.

      “I used my invisibility to procure this for you. It should be enough to get her home,” Gabriel said.

      Tobias nodded. “I’ll take care of her.”

      Raven gestured toward the door. “Gabriel, come help me burn this in the fireplace.” They left together and closed the door behind them.

      All at once, Tobias’s knees turned to water. He staggered to Sabrina’s side and sat down beside her, taking her hand in his. He thought it felt warmer, but he couldn’t be sure. Maybe he was just colder, weaker from exhaustion.

      Her eyelids fluttered.

      “Sabrina?”

      Tears streamed down her cheeks and then her eyes were open, red-rimmed, staring at him.

      “I’m sorry Raven hurt you. It was the only way to save your life,” he said.

      “I know,” she said softly.

      Tobias told himself he wasn’t going to ask. Not until she was stronger. But he couldn’t hold it in. None of it made sense. “Sabrina, you need to tell me… Why? Why did you allow that werewolf to stab you?”
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      Everything hurt. Sabrina rolled her head on the pillow. It was the perfect time to tell Tobias the truth. This was what she’d wanted, a chance to tell him who she really was and explain why they needed to be more careful. But she hesitated. The truth was that she was greedy, selfish. She was afraid he’d push her away.

      It had become real for her when she’d seen him shift. Nothing about the transformation was easy, but he had become the beast for her. Although she’d been almost blinded by pain at the time, she remembered his dragon was absolutely lethal. She’d seen herself in that beast, realized that she and Tobias shared much more than an interest in healing. She wished things were different. She wished…

      Her gaze fell on the bright red blood dotting the white cotton covering her. “I’m sorry about your sheets.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t care about the sheets, Sabrina. Answer me. Why? Why did you let the wolf stab you?”

      Oh, how her heart ached to see him like this. Or maybe the ache she felt that cut to her bones was from what she’d been through. She was hungry. Her fangs descended, and she ran her sandpaper tongue across her lips.

      “I’ve put your life in danger twice now,” she rasped.

      “I’m not the one who was almost killed today. Given a battle between werewolf and dragon, the dragon always wins. Why didn’t you stay behind me?”

      She wrapped the corner of the sheet around her finger. There was no turning back. She must tell him, and she must tell him now. Her voice was barely a whisper as she answered, “Because I realized he was right.”

      Tobias stilled. “Right about what?”

      “I told you I was half vampire,” she began, her vision going blurry with her tears. “What I didn’t tell you is that my father is master of the Chicago coven. I am the heir to his throne. I will become master at the end of the month, when my father moves to Racine to manage our new territory, the territory we took from the wolves.”

      “That’s why he called you princess. You’re a vampire princess.” Tobias drew back, his expression turning impassive.

      “Yes.” Sabrina licked her lips again. “Vampires are extremely territorial. It’s true what I said, that the wolves started it. Frenwald murdered my mother in cold blood.”

      “I remember.” Tobias’s voice was tender.

      “My mother was a necromancer, and her magic was what allowed me to be born, but the wolves thought I was an abomination. Frenwald came for me. My mother got in his way and ended up dead. Her last act was to raise my father from his day rest. He saved my life. Slaughtered Frenwald where he stood. I was five at the time. I remember it. I remember the blood.”

      “Oh, Sabrina.”

      “Don’t feel sorry for me. This is the life of a vampire, Tobias. We are born to be killers. We are predators.”

      His jaw tightened. “If that’s true, why did you let the wolf stab you?”

      She sighed. “After my father killed Frenwald, he demanded additional restitution for my mother’s life. The Racine pack turned over Frenwald’s father. They said the attack was his idea. My father killed him as well.”

      “Justice,” Tobias said.

      “The wolf today, he was telling the truth. It should have been enough. But my father’s lust for revenge wasn’t quenched. A few days ago, I watched the alpha of the Racine pack, his mate, and the pack shaman die brutally at the hands of my coven. We’d already slaughtered the rest of them. Every wolf dead but the one who stabbed me. We took their land. We took their lives. My father could have stopped long ago, but he wanted them all dead. Dead shifters do not retaliate.”

      Sabrina watched Tobias’s throat bob on a swallow. His face paled. This was it. This was when he would know and he would leave her.

      “It was cruel and senseless.” Her voice trembled, both from the pain still pulsing in her body and the torment overwhelming her mind. “But I can’t say that to anyone but you. Vampires who don’t have human hearts rarely feel compassion. Vampires who are destined to be masters cannot show mercy. It is not our way. It would be suicide.”

      “You let him stab you because you felt you owed him?” Tobias scoffed.

      “Yes,” Sabrina said. “He had a knife, not a stake. I didn’t know the blade was poisoned. I wanted to give him closure. If my suffering made him feel like the people we slaughtered are somehow avenged, then I did the right thing.”

      Tobias reached out, his hand hovering near her face for a moment before stroking the hair over her ear. “I need to ask you something, and I need you tell me the truth.”

      She lowered her chin. “Anything.”

      “The wolf said other supernaturals are not allowed in vampire territory. I’m gathering that’s true. So, what did you plan to do with me? Force me from your territory or kill me?”

      She couldn’t stand the disappointment in his eyes or the dejection in his voice. And still his fortitude made her heart swell. Given what she’d just shared, if he’d been a vampire, he might have killed her, ripped her head from her shoulders. He knew she was too weak to defend herself. But he was spreading his arms wide, waiting for the dagger.

      “Neither,” she said, and she loaded the word with all the promise she could muster. “I planned to keep your secret forever. I planned to pretend I never learned you were a dragon. No one knows but me, and if we’re careful, no one will ever find out.”

      “You’d keep my secret.”

      “Yes. But the wolf who stabbed me today, he saw you. He saw what you are. He saw your face. And the amulet you used on Katelyn… Tobias, the coven has eyes everywhere, and now there’s a werewolf out there that might want to finish the job he started. I think we should stop seeing each other for a while, until I know it’s safe.”

      “Not see each other anymore outside of work at all?”

      “Right.”

      “I’m not okay with that,” he said immediately.

      “Please. It’s the only way. We’ve been lucky so far, but—”

      “But nothing. You just told me the vampires in your coven are a bunch of heartless murderers. I’m not going to let you go back to that. Not when you are the kindest and bravest woman I’ve ever met. You’re not like them, Sabrina. You don’t belong with them.”
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      If Tobias could have reached out and snatched his words from the air between them, he would have. It was clear he’d offended her. By the look on her face, he’d plunged another dagger into her heart. By the Mountain, she was pale, almost as white as the sheet that covered her thin flesh. Her red hair was dull and her eyes heavy with the need for sleep. And now tears. Fuck, she was crying.

      “All I meant was you are exceptional,” he said. “Special. Your human side makes you better than them.”

      “No.” Sabrina shook her head, her voice thready. “You don’t understand at all.”

      Tobias noticed for the first time how dry her lips were. He retrieved the bag of blood Raven and Gabriel had left for her. “Drink this. You need it.”

      Her pupils took on that haunting silver quality he’d first seen in the stairwell. Their gazes caught as her fangs extended, and then she struck, quick and sharp as a snake. She closed her eyes, her throat working. The bag emptied. She crushed the plastic in her hand, drawing out the last drops in a matter of heartbeats. The entire process was brutal and feral.

      “I am a vampire,” she said, handing him the remains of the plastic bag. “I love my father, and even though I am not like him and I have all the wrong instincts for one of my kind, I love my people. They’re my family.”

      “So, you accept what your coven did to the werewolves.”

      “No… Yes…” She shook her head. “I would not have done what they did. Do you think that means I’m too weak to rule?”

      Tobias reached out and ran his thumb across her cheek. “You are tough and strong but capable of compassion. Compassion doesn’t make you weak, Sabrina; it makes you wise.”

      “It is a weakness.” She shook her head. “I shouldn’t have done what I did today. I have been tapped to take over the largest vampire coven in North America. How will I ever lead and protect a coven when I can’t even kill what is trying to kill me?”

      Dumbstruck, Tobias simply stared at her. Was she truly convinced her savage heart, the one he’d always both feared and respected for its soul-piercing intuitiveness, was a weakness? He rose from the bed and paced the room. “Your humanity is an asset.”

      Her body leaned heavily against the pillows. The blood had helped, but she still looked like a wrung-out dishrag. “Those are nice words, but that’s not how it works. A giraffe can’t lead a pride of lions.”

      He narrowed his eyes on her. “A giraffe? Are you saying you don’t feel like one of them? That deep down, you don’t even feel like the same species? If that’s true, say no. Don’t become master.”

      She looked exhausted, and he immediately felt guilty for pushing her. Her wounds had stopped bleeding, but they were still there, barely crusted over.

      “When you let that wolf stab you today, you didn’t know if it would kill you or not, did you?”

      She licked her lips. “I don’t want to die. I’m not suicidal. I wanted to do the right thing.”

      Tobias had never considered himself to be exceptionally intuitive, but of all his siblings, he was the one the others came to with their problems, the one they trusted. He wasn’t afraid to call someone out on their bullshit, and when he kept a secret, he might as well have dropped it to the bottom of the ocean for how locked down the info was. Right now he saw the truth peeking out from behind a wall so thick it might have been his own.

      “You don’t want to be coven master, do you?” As soon as the question had bridged his lips, Tobias wanted to slap himself. It was intrusive and presumptuous. It was too much.

      “It doesn’t matter what I want.” She shook her head. “I am my father’s daughter. I’ve been groomed for this from the day I was born.”

      “You shouldn’t have to do something you don’t want to do.”

      Her gaze met his. “If I don’t do it, someone else will. The next in line is Tristan. Believe me, none of us will enjoy the results if he rises to master.”

      “Tristan?”

      “Second in line for the throne. He would love to find a way to usurp my role. He’s been trying for years.”

      “Let me guess, Tristan has no problems with exercising too much compassion.”

      She shook her head. “He has no conscience, even for a vampire.”

      Tobias winced. Her coven had slaughtered an entire pack of werewolves. How much worse could it get?

      “Tobias?” Sabrina rubbed her arms as if she were cold.

      “Yes?”

      Her gaze locked on his. “I know you have questions. I want to tell you everything, but… I’m still hungry.”

      He glanced at the door. “I’ll get you something from the kitchen. What are you in the mood for? Soup? A sandwich? I can run out for something.”

      Her eyes flicked to his lips. “I don’t want a sandwich.”

      It took him a second to realize what she was talking about. He pointed to his chest. “You want to feed on me?”

      She nodded.

      “Last time, my blood made you pass out.”

      She licked her lips. “Not blood. Energy. Like in the stairwell. The blood helped, but I need more.”

      A slow, distinctly male grin spread his lips. He sat down beside her on the bed. “Do you want to kiss me, Ms. Bishop?”

      Her green eyes pulsed silver around the edges. That look was predatory, almost frightening, but he didn’t pull away as she scooted toward him. He’d removed her bloody outer clothing to clean while she slept, and now the sheets slid from her black lace bra and pooled around her hips. When he reached out a hand to steady her, his fingers met the cool, smooth flesh of her back.

      “Please.”

      There was no way he could deny her. He ran his tongue along his bottom lip and leaned in. They were face-to-face, a breath away from touching. He arched a brow. “It’s the least I can do. I’m a doctor. I live to heal.”

      His next breath was cut off when her lips met his. Soft. Wanting. He gathered her into his arms and settled her on his lap, brushing his fingers down her spine in long, easy strokes. The moment she began to feed, he felt it. Energy flowed over his lips and into her mouth in a hot rush, like a warm breath of air, an exhale of sunlight that kept going and going. The sensation was erotic, tingling. Draining, but in a good way, like the beginnings of a runner’s high.

      As an immortal, Tobias had energy to spare. He reveled at the way her skin warmed under his touch. The thought of feeding her like this, of giving her what she needed, it made him hard. He adjusted her on his lap so she could feel what she’d done to him.

      “Mmmm.” She moaned into his mouth, her tongue sweeping in. “Tobias…”

      She shifted to straddle him on the bed. He hooked his hands behind her knees and pulled her closer, where she ground herself against him, hip to hip.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” he whispered into the kiss.

      “You won’t hurt me. It’s helping.”

      He tangled his fingers into the back of her hair, relishing the feel of her pert breasts pressed against his chest, her nipples mounding like pearls behind the lace of her bra. By the Mountain, she was lovely, perfect, a rare gem his dragon wanted badly to have and to hold.

      “Be mine,” he said into her mouth.

      The flow of energy stopped and she pulled her head back to look at him. He held her gaze.

      “What?” She laughed a little.

      “Be mine. Only mine.”

      A breath caught deep in her throat and she pushed off of him. “We’ve been on a couple of dates, both of which have gone terribly wrong.” She ran her thumb along her bottom lip. “We are nowhere near a place where we can or should be exclusive.”

      He stood, his attention fully on her. She was still covered in blood, and he had the urge to carry her into the bathroom, strip her the rest of the way down, and give her the bath of her life. “Why not? Are you denying this thing between us?”
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      Everything slowed for Sabrina. The energy she’d taken in from Tobias made her head spin as if she were tipsy, but even half-drunk her heart was screaming, warring with her brain, which was sending up all sorts of warnings. Tobias’s feelings were not one-sided. He’d awakened things inside her she’d never thought possible. Hell, she’d never admitted her reservations about leading the coven to anyone else. She had hundreds of vampire friends and a handful of human ones, but none of them knew her as well as he did. It was strange. She’d always liked him, even when she’d thought he was human, but now… This was so much more. Now he was the one, the only one, who knew exactly who she was and accepted her anyway.

      Only, could she say the same? Did she truly know Tobias?

      Not yet. Not enough to make some harebrained commitment at the first whiff of romance.

      “Tobias, you haven’t been listening. I will take over the Chicago coven from my father at the end of March. It’s done. Those vampires are my responsibility.”

      “And?”

      “And I can’t be yours, whatever that means, because I have to be theirs.”

      Tobias backed off and held up his hands. “What if it was just us? What would you say if it were just you and me and the coven didn’t exist?”

      Sabrina didn’t answer him. She didn’t know. It was too much, too fast.  “Where are the rest of my clothes?” she asked. “I need to get out of here.”

      He frowned. “They’re in my washer. You were covered in blood.”

      “Can I borrow something to wear? I don’t think I’m strong enough to dematerialize all the way back to my apartment, and it’s too cold to risk it like this.”

      “Don’t you want to take a shower? Get cleaned up? You should stay. Rest.”

      She shook her head, her hands landing on her hips. The motion reminded her she was standing in his bedroom in nothing but her underwear. Fuck. “If I stay here, I might do something we both regret.”

      His gaze bore into her. “I would never regret a moment with you.”

      For a time she couldn’t move. The weight of his full attention was like a tractor beam. She fought the pull, the unwavering desire to fling herself into his arms and do something about the ache that had formed between her legs. All she could think about was the way the length of his cock had felt against her, how it might feel inside her.

      His nostrils flared. She smelled it too. Her arousal was a perfume in the air, her vampire pheromones revealing her need for him.

      “Please,” she said. “Please let me go, Tobias. I need to process what happened today. I made a mistake. There’s a wolf out there who wants everyone in my coven, me included, dead. I should have ended him when I had the chance. Instead, I let my human emotions get the best of me. Now I need to decide if I should warn my father or hope the knife in my chest was enough for the werewolf to feel avenged.”

      “If you want to track him to know for sure, I can help you. If he’s left town, we let him live. If he’s still here, I’ll take care of him even if you can’t.”

      “You’d do that?”

      He stepped toward her. “Yes.”

      The heat was building between them again. He hadn’t even touched her.

      “Please, Tobias, a change of clothes.”

      He started as if waking from a dream and nodded slowly. After digging in a drawer, he sighed. “Everything of mine is going to be too big. I’ll go ask Raven. She’s closer to your size.”

      “Who is she to you anyway?” Sabrina wondered if the witch was a friend, an ex-lover, or if he’d called on her specifically to help her.

      “She’s my brother’s fiancée.”

      “Your brother? I thought you said you were alone here.”

      “In Chicago, yes. He’s from New Orleans. Just visiting.”

      Sabrina frowned.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Please be careful, Tobias. I’ve told you the truth. My coven is not accepting of other supernatural beings. One dragon might be overlooked. A family of dragons is harder to hide. If my coven suspected anything, you’d be in terrible danger.”

      “But not from you. You wouldn’t do that to me…”

      “No.”

      He drew back, an invisible chasm forming between them. The smile faded from his mouth. “Against my better judgment, I’ll find you something to wear.” The words fell flat, not his usual teasing. “Feel free to clean up. The bathroom is through that door.”

      Sabrina watched him leave the room and felt a crack deep within her heart. It was so real she torqued forward and caught herself on her knees. This was goodbye. It had to be. Tobias must understand now how dangerous it was for them to be together.

      Rubbing her aching chest, she made her way to his bathroom. Dried blood streaked her hair and peppered her body. She scraped a blotch off her arm. Now that Tobias’s roasted-almond scent wasn’t overwhelming her, the stench of blood was. Like death. She’d never get a brush through the dried clumps in her hair without a shower.

      Reluctantly, she turned on the water and let it heat up. She hadn’t intended on staying long enough to clean up, but she couldn’t go anywhere like this. Stripping out of her bra and underwear, she noticed a silvery scar under her collarbone. A quarter inch to the left and that poisoned dagger would have lodged directly in her heart. That might have been the end of her. Even Raven and Tobias couldn’t have resurrected the dead.

      She climbed into the spray. By the goddess, it felt good. And there was shampoo, rosemary mint, and a roughhewn chunk of soap that smelled of the ocean. She scrubbed herself until her skin pinked, watching the blood swirl the drain until she was squeaky clean. Once she turned off the water, it occurred to her that she hadn’t been quick about it. As she wrapped a fluffy white towel around herself, she looked at the clock on the counter. Two a.m. The middle of the night. She’d better go soon. She had to work in the morning.

      A knock came on the door. Tobias handed her a pile of clothes, yoga pants and a long-sleeved tunic T-shirt.

      “Thanks.”

      “There’s an extra toothbrush in the drawer.” He pointed toward the sink. “Feel free to use it. I buy them in bulk.”

      “Thanks,” she repeated softly.

      He turned on his heel and left. No flirting. His eyes did not drift down her body. Good. She’d told him the truth, and she’d scared him away. So why did it feel like her heart had dropped into her stomach?

      She brushed her teeth and dried her hair before dressing in the clothes he’d given her. Comfortable and they fit. Thanks, Raven. She emerged from the bathroom and stopped short. Tobias had changed into a pair of flannel pajama bottoms and a gray T-shirt that looked so soft it begged to be touched. He was watching TV. She hadn’t even noticed the device was on the dresser opposite his bed before. Her gaze dropped to the remote in his hand.

      She couldn’t help herself. She laughed.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “I saw you turn into a dragon today.”

      “Yeah?”

      “And now you look like every human man in America.”

      “Don’t vampires watch TV?”

      “Sometimes. Vampires like to feed. When they aren't feeding, they obsess over who to feed on next. They’re also quite fond of sex and violence.” When he raised an eyebrow and flashed her a crooked smile, she shrugged. “For most vampires, every channel is the Food Channel.”

      He chuckled at that. “Do you read?”

      “I love to. Just finished Diana Gabaldon’s latest.”

      He clicked the remote and selected a channel. “I have Outlander.”

      “First season?”

      “All of them.”

      “I like the first one the best.”

      His eyes locked with hers, and then he tossed back the covers on the opposite side of the bed and beckoned her with his hand.

      “I should go. I have to work in the morning.”

      “Me too.”

      “What I said before, it all still applies.”

      “It’s TV, Sabrina. I’m not expecting you to sleep with me.” His lids lowered. “But I would like your company. This has been one hell of a day.”

      She took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. Everything felt heavy, and the bed looked so clean and soft. He’d changed the sheets. Caving to the temptation, she crawled into bed and stretched out beside him. He scooped an arm behind her head and pulled her closer. Cheek against his chest, she allowed everything to be swept away. All her worries about the coven and the wolf were drowned out by the steady beat of his heart. Damn, the shirt was as soft as it looked.

      He clicked the remote, and the opening sequence of Outlander started to play. Her eyes were closed before it ended. The last things she remembered before she drifted off were his lips in her hair and his gentle voice in her ear.

      “Rest. You’re safe with me.”
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      Tobias opened his eyes to a scene straight from heaven before recognizing it as what it was, a vision from hell. The heaven part had everything to do with Sabrina. Beside him, she slept, her red hair fanned out around her on the pillow, young and whole again. He had her vampire constitution to thank for that. What a blessing and curse that was.

      He’d held her until she’d fallen asleep last night, then turned the TV off and drifted away himself. He couldn’t remember sleeping more soundly. He breathed in her scent, honey and moonlight, and tamped down the urge his dragon was sending him to mark her as his own. He wanted her. Not for one night but for always. Wanted to mate with her. Make her his.

      The scariest part—he was already hers. And she was something he knew little about. A hybrid: half vampire, half human. As far as he knew, there was no history of a dragon mating with someone like her. He’d be lying to himself to say it didn’t turn him on to think about how rare she was, what an extraordinary and precious woman lay next to him in bed, but that was not why he loved her. Yes, he did love her, didn’t he? He’d started his descent into that mad rush of insanity when he’d still thought she was human, her compassion as a nurse and quirky idiosyncrasies intriguing him to the point of distraction. And when she’d kissed him, his interest in her had gone from casual to intense.

      It was her intelligence and compassion, though, that had ruined him for all other women. The way she’d healed him after he’d taken the bullet for her, the way she’d sacrificed herself for her coven, a coven of vampires that didn’t truly know her or respect her for the right reasons. She was strong and wicked smart and as kind as anyone he’d ever known. And now he understood that she was a leader who wore her power lightly. If there was anything he could pinpoint, it was that. He was in love with the way she wore her strength like armor she hoped never to use, her wit like a quivered arrow, her compassion like an offered hand and well-worn smile.

      She opened her eyes. Blinked. It was early morning, still dark. Their shift started at six a.m. Both of them needed to get up, get dressed, and drive to her home so she could change before they were due at the hospital. Only, he couldn’t move. He stared at her, memorizing the slope of her green eyes, her pale, freckle-less skin, her full, rose-colored lips.

      “We should get ready and go,” she said softly. “It’s almost five.”

      “How do you know that?” The clock was on the nightstand behind her head. She’d just opened her eyes. She couldn’t have seen it.

      “It’s a vampire thing. The sun will rise in a little over an hour. I can feel it in my bones, in my blood. Even though I don’t have to go to ground, my instincts still tell me to. They tell me how much time I have to get out of the sun. Once the sun rises, the feeling goes away.”

      “Interesting.”

      “You’re not moving.”

      “Neither are you.” He reached for her, tracing his fingertips over her lips. Full, plump lips.  Down her long, graceful neck. He placed a kiss along her pulse and she arched against him. Over her T-shirt, between the mounds of her breasts. She had perfect breasts. Full and luscious. He paused to look her in the eye before tracing her curves. A shaky exhale escaped her lips. He completed the circle, his thumb flicking her nipple through the thin layer of cotton. A perfect round pearl strained the fabric. He brought his lips to it and warmed it with his breath before teasing it through the cotton with his teeth. She moaned and dug her fingers into his hair.

      His touch trailed lower, stroked down her stomach and toward her waistband.

      She caught his hand by the wrist before he could go any lower.

      “You’re trembling.”

      “I can’t. I’m sorry. I want to, but I can’t.” Her voice cracked.

      He retracted his hand. Internally, he chided himself. She wasn’t a dragon. She didn’t feel the driving need to mark and mate like he did. If he pushed her too hard, he’d scare her away. Clearly, she needed time.  “I’ll take you home.”

      They were in the car in less than twenty, speeding toward Marina Towers. After a quiet ride, he parked in front of her building.

      “Can we go back to how it was before? Until I know it’s safe?”

      He forced himself to smile. “Of course.”

      Without a word, she dematerialized from the seat beside him.

      “Faster than the elevator.” He shrugged, feeling like an empty husk. Was that it? Go back to how it was. He was supposed to pretend that every cell in his body didn’t long for her. Fat chance. Possible for her maybe, but not for him. Not anymore.

      He was about to pull away from the curb when his phone dinged. A text. It was Sabrina’s number.

      Someone was here.

      Tobias left the car double-parked and cloaked himself in invisibility. It would have been faster to fly to her balcony, but that would require removing his coat and shirt. Not how he wanted to face whatever was happening up there. He shadowed an owner into the building, hopping on an elevator behind him. It was easy enough to get to her forty-ninth-floor condominium. He waited until the hall was empty to knock. The look of confusion when she opened the door was quickly remedied when he slipped inside and dropped his invisibility.

      “Thanks for coming up,” she said, her voice choked.

      The apartment was ransacked, furniture toppled, everything in the kitchen drawers overturned and dumped on the floor. Without saying a word, he strode to each of her two bedrooms. No one there, but he confirmed they were in the same state of disrepair.

      “Who would do this?” he asked her.

      “At first I thought it might be the werewolf, but I don’t smell wolf.”

      “No,” Tobias said, inhaling deeply. “I smell vampire. Not you. I know your scent. This was done by a pureblood.”

      “I smell it too.” She frowned and pointed at the far wall. “I think someone doesn’t like the fact that I was chosen as the new coven master.”

      Tobias followed her gaze. Unworthy was painted in blood on the taupe wall.

      “Get changed. I’ll drive you to work,” Tobias said, his protective instincts kicking into high gear. He started righting the dining chairs. As soon as she was out of the room, he was going to scrub that shit off the wall.

      “Really, Tobias. You don’t have to do that. The sun is rising. I’ll be okay.”

      “Please.” He growled, closing his eyes and shaking his head. When he opened them again, she was staring at him. She sighed.

      “I’ll be out in a minute.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The werewolf, Sabrina thought, was just the beginning. What Tobias didn’t realize as he cleaned up her living room—a gesture she found overtly romantic—was that messing a vampire’s bed before sunrise sent a message far beyond “unworthy.” In vampire culture, overturning furniture and drawers, tearing curtains, and otherwise ruining a vampire’s sleeping place could be a death sentence. Anyone in her coven would know that she would not be harmed by what was done to her apartment tonight. She was a daywalker, after all. But it didn’t matter. The message was the same.

      Someone wanted her dead.

      What’s more, whoever had been here tonight was likely now aware that she had not been. Questions would be asked. If not here, where had she been? It was paramount that no one know she’d spent the night with Tobias. Under the best of circumstances, her father would assume he was human and send a vampire to wipe his mind. Under the worst of circumstances, he’d order Tobias's death. Either way, the vamps sent to do the deed would find out the truth that he was a dragon shifter. Once the coven knew, his fate would be sealed

      She changed into her scrubs, thankful for her nursing job. She couldn’t wait to bury herself in her work. She loved caring for the sick. It was when she felt the most human. By the time she put her hair up and brushed her teeth, Tobias had righted the main room of her apartment and even washed the bloody message from the wall. She didn’t bother saying he shouldn’t have. She appreciated it, and she told him so.

      “Thank you.” A heavy weight settled on her chest. “I’ll deal with the rest of it later. We need to go.”

      His jaw tightened. “I can ask Raven to put wards around this place. You need more protection. I’ll have her do it while we’re at work.” She didn’t miss the way the offer came with some reluctance. If Tobias and Raven had a strained relationship, it might make what she needed to tell him easier.

      “That’s not necessary.” She shook her head. She couldn’t accept more help from the witch. “You need to ask your brother and Raven to leave Chicago. If my coven learns what Raven did for me—”

      “I think it is necessary. Whoever did this is dangerous. The wolf who stabbed you is still out there.” He placed his hands on her shoulders and pulled her in close. “I’ll keep you safe until we can get something in place.”

      “No,” she said. “Tobias, you haven’t been listening to me. You can’t protect me. You need to protect yourself from me and my kind. You need to protect your family. At least until I take power. This is only going to get worse until that crown is on my head. Please. You have to go. I’ll drive myself to work.”

      “Sabrina…”

      Her eyes prickled with unshed tears. She held up her hands. “I’m sorry.”

      Before she lost her nerve, she donned her coat, grabbed her purse off the hook, and held the door open for him. Pain radiated through her chest as he gave her one more lingering look before heading for the elevator. She let him go and willed herself not to cry.

      It had to be this way. Relying on Tobias put him at risk. She couldn’t do it anymore, no matter how much it hurt.
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      Tobias slipped out of Sabrina’s apartment, turning himself invisible before reaching the elevators. Silently, he waited. She’d pushed him away to keep him safe, but Tobias had no intention of going anywhere. Whether or not she realized it, she needed him. In the past few days she’d been stabbed in the chest and had her apartment ransacked. No way was he abandoning her to save his own hide.

      When she emerged from her apartment, he followed her to the parking garage, hoping his scent wouldn’t be a dead giveaway. Then again, he’d just left her place. It would make sense that his smell would still be in the air. Admittedly, he bordered on full-blown stalker at the moment. He didn’t make a habit of following women. But he had to make sure she made it to her car safely. Whoever had wrecked her apartment was likely still out there. Anyone who would do such a thing would want to see the results of their effort.

      He stopped behind a concrete pillar. Thanks to his invisibility, she couldn’t see him anyway, but the spot gave him protection from the other cars pulling through the garage. Plus it gave him something to hold on to when he saw a stocky, greasy-haired vampire appear beside her vehicle.

      “You stayed out last night,” the vampire said. “All night. I was afraid something had happened to you.” The low male voice was definitely too quiet to be human, but Tobias had no trouble detecting the venom in his words. He trained his ears in the direction of the conversation.

      “That is none of your business. Why did you wreck my apartment?” Sabrina’s accusation made Tobias clench his fists. So she had suspected someone. Who was this prick?

      “Who said anything about wrecking your apartment? Are you in danger, Princess? We should notify your father.”

      “Stay out of it.”

      “I think you owe me an explanation. Out all night. Condo is ransacked.”

      “I don’t owe you anything, Tristan. Stay away from me,” Sabrina said.

      Tristan? Who was Tristan to her? Wait, she’d mentioned him before. He was the vampire who would be master if Sabrina stepped down. She’d said he was nothing short of evil. Tobias’s skin prickled. The male had the flat, soulless eyes of a snake, and his scent matched what he’d smelled in her apartment.

      Without thinking, Tobias lurched toward the two, wanting desperately to place himself between her and Tristan. His toe caught on an empty Coke can, and it rattled across the parking garage. He squeezed his eyes shut and cursed. A vision of Gabriel sweeping his legs with a bo staff and sending him crashing to the practice mat filled his head. Of all the times for his lack of stealth to rear its ugly head, did it have to be now?

      He froze as the two vampires looked directly at him. It would not go over well if Sabrina knew he’d been watching her. She’d told him in no uncertain terms to back off. Thankfully, when the vampires’ search came up empty, their eyes refocused on each other.

      “I want you to stop following me, Tristan.”

      “Or what?”

      “Or I’ll tell Calvin.”

      “Okay, let’s tell Calvin. I think he’d be interested to know his daughter is spending the night with a human male.”

      A growl pierced the early morning quiet, menacing enough that Tobias could hardly believe it came from Sabrina, but she’d moved on the other vampire and had her hand wrapped around his throat. “How many times do I have to tell you? It is none of your concern what I do with my free time, whom I feed on, or how.”

      “It is if you are becoming romantically entangled. There are rules, Sabrina. The master of the largest vampire coven in North America can’t be shacking up with her lunch.”

      “I’m not shacking up with anyone.”

      “Good.” Tristan stepped out of her grasp and smoothed his clothing. “Interspecies relationships are forbidden among vampire royalty for a reason, Princess. They make us vulnerable. Your one and only priority should be the coven.”

      “I was raised at my father’s side and have participated in his rule from the time I was a young. I do not need a lesson in duty from you.” Her fangs were fully extended now, and Tobias dug his fingers into the sleeves of his coat against a chill that had nothing to do with the weather.

      The other vampire backed away from her with a slow swagger. “No. No, you do not.”

      “Stop following me.”

      “No.”

      “Tristan, let me put this as plain as I can. In less than a month, I won’t need Calvin to punish you for disobeying a direct order. If you continue to defy me, my first order as master will be to have your heart torn from your chest and burned at my feet.”

      Tristan’s eyebrows shot up. He scoffed at her and circled two fingers above his head as he took an exaggerated and elaborate bow. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      In the next breath, he was gone, his body twisting into a whisper of darkness before disappearing entirely. Sabrina cursed, climbed into her blue Nissan, and peeled out of her space, tires squealing.

      Mine. The dragon inside Tobias stirred, scales pressing and twisting against the inside of his skin. He tried to rein in the protective instincts that raged, foreign and unwanted, behind his brow. He shouldn’t have underestimated her. As caring and soft as Sabrina could be, she’d handled herself well with her adversary. Still, he needed to keep her safe. He wouldn’t forgive himself if he didn’t, and neither would his inner dragon.
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      The truth was that medicine was more of an art than a science. Sabrina had always wondered at the miracle of it, how people could be at death’s door, their skin gray, their breath as shallow as a whisper, but with the right drugs, the administration of oxygen, or a medical procedure, they could be brought back to life again. Her kind were immortal and her father expected she’d be as well, despite her human blood. Certainly she healed like an immortal. She’d never been ill and had stopped aging in her early twenties. Until the poisoned dagger, she’d never been seriously injured.

      The thought made her realize that what Tobias and his friend Raven had done for her yesterday was what she did for humans on a regular basis. They’d healed her, cared for her when she couldn’t care for herself. Her heart ached. Tobias deserved better than her, better than how she’d treated him the past twenty-four hours. He deserved a woman who would throw her arms and legs around him and absolutely rock his world after the kindness and selflessness he’d shown her. Truth was, she desperately desired to do just that. But after learning it was Tristan who had destroyed her apartment, she knew she was doing the right thing pushing Tobias away. Tristan was dangerous, and he knew she’d spent the night with a human. If he found out that human was Tobias, he’d do something horrible to him to get under her skin and force her to abdicate the throne. She would for him. But stepping down would be counterproductive. Only by rising to power could she protect him by rule of law.

      Staying apart was the only way to keep his secret.

      Sabrina concentrated on her work, resolved to try not to pine for Tobias. It was almost noon when she took her first break and jogged down to the cafeteria for lunch.

      “Let me guess, your favorite is alphabet?” Tobias handed her a bowl from his place in the soup line directly in front of her. Damn it. How was it that in a hospital this size, she kept running into him?

      “Why would my favorite be alphabet?”

      “You can spell out Eat Me with the noodles. Gives you a sense of accomplishment when you do.”

      She laughed and shook her head. “Chicken noodle is my jam.”

      “Oh?”

      “What do you eat when you’re sick? Chicken noodle. If I eat it, I’m curing the illness before I even get it.”

      “You can’t get sick because of what you are, not what you eat.”

      “How do you know? It might be the soup.”

      “That makes no logical sense.”

      “Logic is highly overrated, Doctor. You should ditch the logic in favor of magic.”

      “I think I’ve heard someone say that before.” He winked at her over a half smile and slowly poured himself a bowl of chicken noodle.

      She filled her bowl and passed him by to sit down near the windows. He waited a beat and then sat down across from her.

      Dropping her spoon, she rubbed her temples. “Tobias, I don’t think sitting together is a good idea. Every second we spend together just makes it harder.”

      “I understand that you believe we need to stay apart, but I need to tell you something. It’s important.”

      She sighed. “What’s going on?”

      “I owe you an apology.” The steam from the soup kissed his cheek, and she thought the resulting blush of his skin was the most enticing thing she’d ever seen.

      “Why?”

      “I followed you today.”

      “What are you talking about? When?”

      “I saw you talking to Tristan in the parking garage.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “The Coke can. That was you?”

      “Yes.”

      “You had no right spying on me.”

      “I know. You’re right. I’m sorry.” He looked down at his bowl. “Why do you think Tristan ransacked your apartment?”

      “It was him, wasn’t it? He denied it, but I picked up his scent.”

      Tobias nodded. “It was definitely him unless, of course, he has recently been a guest in your home?”

      She scoffed. “Never.”

      “Then it was him.”

      “As I mentioned to you before, Tristan is my father’s trusted advisor and the next in line for coven master after me. He’s highly respected and has a following among my coven. He’s been gunning for me since I can remember. He wants to intimidate me so that I step down from the position.”

      “He wants to be master, huh?”

      “It’s more than that. He’s a misogynist and thinks humans are barely a step up from animals. I threaten everything he believes in.”

      “Because if you became master, he’d report to a half-human female?”

      “More than that. A vampire coven is a lot like a hive of bees or maybe a colony of ants. It’s in our genetics to follow our master. Once I become master, he will all but have to obey me. It will become uncomfortable for him to not follow my lead.”

      “How uncomfortable?”

      “He’ll feel sick to his stomach. It’s not impossible for vampires to disobey. It happens. And he can break from the coven and suffer no illness. But my father always said when it came to vampires, it was easy to find defectors—just look for the ones hurling their lunch.”

      “So not only is Tristan hungry for power, he’s desperate to not have to obey someone he hates, namely you.”

      “Exactly. Which is why I’m worried about him finding out about you.” She lowered her voice. “About us. He’s following me. He knew I spent the night with a human last night. If he finds out who you are, he will use you to get to me. He might even hurt you.” She placed her hands on the table and lowered her voice to a whisper. “I wouldn’t push you away if I didn’t think it was absolutely necessary.”

      He nodded but didn’t leave.

      “Did you hear what I said, Tobias?”

      Lowering his voice to a whisper that would have been impossible for a human to hear, he asked, “Do you think he sent the werewolf?”

      Sabrina paused. “No. There’s no reason to believe that. The werewolf would have wanted me dead for more reasons than Tristan.”

      “Maybe, but how did the wolf find you? Not once but twice? During the day. In places your kind does not frequent.”

      Her eyes widened. “Places I don’t frequent. I’ve never been to Maverick’s before, and it’s been years since I visited the museum. But it couldn’t be Tristan. He sleeps during the day. How would he know where I would be?”

      “He could be paying someone to follow you. Or working with the wolf directly. If Tristan is working with the werewolf, he might have supplied your workplace and address, told him how to track you. I assume he knows where you work.”

      Sabrina looked over her shoulder. The cafeteria was full of strange faces. Was one of them working for Tristan?

      She shook her head. “Tristan knows if he hurts me, my father will kill him. No questions asked.”

      “Only if your father believes Tristan did it. Much easier for him to blame a rogue werewolf.”

      Damn, she couldn’t argue with his logic. Tristan wanted to hurt her. Would he go so far as collaborating with a werewolf? Are you in danger, Princess? When Tristan had said those words, there was an inflection in his tone as if he’d known the answer. Sabrina frowned. She wouldn’t put it beyond the slimeball.

      “Collaborating with our enemies is low, even for Tristan. But it’s possible.”

      Leaning across the table, the hot soup steaming between them, Tobias met her gaze. “Move in with me, Sabrina. I can protect you.”

      “What? No. That’s ridiculous.”

      “You’re worried your nearness will put me in danger, but it is far more dangerous if we are apart. Together we can protect each other.”

      “No.” She lowered her chin, a nervous laugh bubbling up in her throat. “We are not a couple. We don’t owe each other protection.”

      “One word from you and that could all change. Everything would change. The only one keeping us from being a couple is you.”

      As hard as it was, she simply shook her head and raised an eyebrow. “I’ve been to bed with you twice, Doctor. My goddess, what more do you want from me? Blood? Oh wait…”

      He leveled a sultry male stare in her direction. “Oh, I have some ideas.”

      Sabrina shifted in her chair and took interest in her soup. All they could have was this, their working relationship. She had to make him understand. “Everything changes once I take my place as master, Tobias. We need to bide our time, keep our distance until it’s safe.”

      He shook his head. “If Tristan is targeting you like we think he is, it’s going to get worse before it gets better. I can’t protect you if we’re apart.”

      She buried her face in her hands. “You don’t need to protect me. I’ll protect myself.”

      The look he gave her said it all. She hadn’t ended up with a poisoned dagger in her chest by protecting herself. Arguing with him wouldn’t solve anything. She shook her head and picked up her spoon, needing to change the subject.

      “I think they’re skimping on the chicken in the chicken noodle,” she said.

      His brow furrowed. “Yeah. I’m pretty sure they dunk a leg in and call it a day.”

      Without another word, she started eating. He followed her lead. She understood there was more he’d wanted from her, but thankfully, for now he let it go.
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      The first tears began to fall the moment Sabrina was alone in her apartment at the end of the day, a bottle of wine secured in her grip. Every time she thought about Tobias, she felt torn in two, like one arm was chained to her coven and the other to her desire for him, and both had become semitrucks traveling at top speeds in opposite directions. Despite the risk, she’d enjoyed seeing him today. After lunch, they’d managed to bump into each other again in the break room. Perhaps the energy she’d absorbed from him played a part in the crazy need she felt to be in his presence.

      Had her taste of dragon blood been addictive? The pain that was happening in the general region of her heart might have been withdrawal, but she was apt to believe it had more to do with the way he made her feel every time he looked at her, like she was everything. Like she was worthy. All she wanted to do was dematerialize to his home and take him up on his offer to live with him.

      But that would be a tragedy. The intense twinge of longing Sabrina fought to deny was too close to a bond to flirt with. Bonded vampires within the species had to be treated as a unit in every regard. The attachment was so complete it was considered cruel to separate them. The mates of vampires who died in battle were known to walk into the sun rather than live without their partner. She’d made light of bonded couples in the past, questioning the sanity of anyone who would willingly enter into such a relationship. Now she could feel the attachment building within her, a tug deep inside her bones drawing her to Tobias even when she knew Tristan was watching her every move.

      She threw her parka on the sofa and shuffled into the kitchen to pour a glass of the cabernet she’d procured to drown her sorrows. It was times like this that she was glad she was half human. Full-blooded vampires could not get drunk from alcohol, and she planned to tie one on until the edge was off this reckless crush.

      No sooner had she raised the glass to her lips than a knock came on her patio’s sliding glass door. Definitely a vampire. Anyone else would have come to the main door of the apartment. She couldn’t see who it was thanks to the glare from the kitchen lights bouncing off the glass, but she set her wine down and hurried for the door. If a vampire was visiting her here, she’d be expected to receive them. Aside from Tristan, she’d welcome anyone from her coven inside.

      “Father!”

      Calvin Bishop stepped into her apartment and shook the excess snow from his hair and shoulders. He wasn’t wearing a coat, and his skin was luminous in the darkness. “Sabrina, I’m glad you’re home. We need to talk.” His gray eyes flashed as she slid the door closed behind him.

      “Come on in. Have a seat.” She pecked him on the cheek, and he encircled her in a tight embrace.

      “I hope I’m not interrupting anything.” His eyes scanned the room, and his nostrils flared. No doubt he could sense the recent turmoil, smell the blood. Everything was back in order, but her father had a sixth sense about these things.

      “Just having a glass of wine.”

      “I don’t know how you can drink that swill.” He eyed the glass on the counter. “Aren’t you afraid it will dilute your true nature?”

      She swept the full glass off the counter and placed it in the sink. Out of sight, hopefully out of mind. “It actually tastes delicious if you have human taste buds.”

      He frowned. “I have no doubt, considering the way the humans are always gulping it by the gallon. But you are a vampire, Sabrina, the daughter of a master and soon to be master yourself. Appearances are important. That’s why I’m here.”

      Her stomach clenched. This was an unexpected conversation. Had Tristan said something to him about her condominium being ransacked? Was that the real reason for her father’s visit and inspection of the room? She’d kill the sleazeball. “What’s going on?”

      “You’re ascending to master of our coven very soon. This is no small thing. You will be only the third female in the position and the first hybrid.”

      “I’m honored. I take the responsibility seriously.”

      “Good. Then you will understand why things have to change.”

      “Change how?”

      “You have done the coven a great service providing us with blood from the hospital for our stores. Many sick vampires have been saved with that blood. New vampires have been introduced more gently to the vampire world with the help of that blood.”

      That was one way to put it. Normally new vampires woke up so hungry that it wasn’t uncommon for them to kill a few humans before mastering responsible feeding habits. Those odds had greatly improved with the introduction of a bag feeding before they were allowed to hunt. “I am happy to do it.”

      Her father took a seat at her table and crossed one leg over the other. “When you are master, you won’t have time to perform your human job at the hospital and also devote yourself to a coven of this size.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s time for you to resign, Sabrina, to start living like a vampire full-time.”

      Sabrina’s cheeks turned cold as all the blood seemed to drain from her head. Was the room spinning, or was that her brain whirling desperately for something to say? She forced a smile. “It won’t be any problem. I’ve always been able to balance my work at the hospital with my responsibilities to the coven.”

      His jaw tightened. She had the oddest thought that he looked like a mannequin just then. His back was unnaturally straight, his skin and hair flawless, his dress pants and shirt perfectly smooth, as if no wrinkle would dare mar her father’s appearance. It was odd having a parent who never aged but even odder to have one who rarely if ever changed. Calvin was a product of the Renaissance, old-fashioned and patriarchal. The look on his face was one she’d seen before. He was laying down the law, and there was no room for negotiation.

      “Although your contributions in this regard were acceptable before, when you take on my responsibilities, it will be necessary for you to be more accessible to your charges. You must stay underground with the others. There are no days off from being master. You know that.”

      An invisible vise squeezed her chest. Sabrina swayed on her feet. “Of course… Yes.” The words formed of their own volition. Everything in her, her very blood, urged her to agree with her father. He was master. No one argued with Calvin Bishop. “Obviously the coven will need me to be accessible to them.”

      He placed his hands on her shoulders. “Not just accessible. You must become one of them, fully and unequivocally. It is time for you to embrace your true vampire identity.”

      She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I thought I had. What else do you want me to do?”

      “You will sell this place and you will move into my quarters in the tunnels. You will resign from your job. You will eat, sleep, and work with the others.”

      “But… but what about the bagged blood?”

      “Another vampire has been hired as a late-night janitor. He is exceptional at compelling humans. He will take over your duties.”

      Deep inside her, the thought of sleeping in the tunnels all day festered like an old wound. She cleared her throat. “I wonder, though, if my talents of being a daywalker would be better leveraged here. It could be a way to establish dominance over our enemies, something they aren’t expecting. It’s what makes me strong. It’s an advantage.”

      He shook his head. “Maybe in time, once you’ve proven yourself as a vampire. You can’t allow the coven to question your loyalty.”

      “But—”

      His expression hardened. His hand slashed through the air between them. “Enough. The decision is made. The real estate agent will be here this week to list this place. I suggest you tender your resignation at Lurie Children’s Hospital as soon as possible.”

      For a long moment, she tried to think of an excuse, some reason that would be acceptable to him that would allow her to keep her home, her human life, and her only safe way to see Tobias. But she knew her father, and she understood why he was doing this. It all made sense now. Tristan was the one who had drawn unworthy on her wall and also the one who’d told her father it was there. He was trying to break her. Trying to get her to relinquish her crown. She wouldn’t do it.

      “Yes, Father.” Her heart broke to say it.

      He stood from the sofa and spread his arms. She accepted his embrace.

      “Change is always difficult, but this will be for the best. Trust me.” He pinched her chin and offered her a wide smile.

      “Yes, Father.” As soon as he was out the door and had disappeared into the night, the tears came, and this time they didn’t stop until she was fast asleep.
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      It took energy not to worry. As Raven sat in front of the fire, her hand stroking Artemis’s back, Gabriel at her side, she tried not to dwell on what she’d just learned. The act of worrying was too exhausting, too pointless. Richard had called. A man fitting the same description her sister had given them—definitely Scoria—had come into Blakemore’s Antiques looking for her and Gabriel. Richard and Agnes had been ready with the story they’d agreed upon: Gabriel had sold the store and decided to travel with his new bride. Last they’d heard, Gabriel and Raven were in New Zealand.

      She hoped the Obsidian Guardsman would fall for it. She prayed he’d give up and return to Paragon.

      “We can’t go home to New Orleans,” she said. “Not until we know he’s gone.”

      Gabriel didn’t answer. He looked into his mug and mumbled. “What’s the deal with Chicago coffee? This stuff is strong enough to melt paint off the walls.”

      “Gabriel? Are you listening to me?”

      Her love’s face looked like stone, half his features dark, the other half flickering in the firelight. “Tobias wanted us gone last week. Technically, we were only supposed to be here one night. Yes, after I cured Sabrina he said we could stay, but who knows how long she and her coven will allow us to remain here? I don’t trust her, not after what Madam Chloe told us and with what I know about vampire nature.”

      Artemis hissed loudly, jumped down, and ran away.

      “I agree,” Raven said to the cat. She stood and paced to the mantel where she stared into the fire, her anger burning as hot as the flames. “Tobias needs to come to terms with the fact that his girlfriend’s coven considers other supernaturals the enemy. He’s in danger here.”

      “You’re right.” That wasn’t Gabriel’s voice.

      Raven slowly pivoted to find Tobias standing behind the two wingback chairs in his living room. She thought he looked older than the last time she’d seen him. Sadder.

      “I have been unfair to you, and for that, I apologize. Sabrina confirmed that you were telling the truth. She insists we stay apart for my protection. She warned me that her coven might be watching us. Regardless, she promises she won’t tell her coven about any of us.”

      “Oh, Tobias. I’m sorry. I know you care for her.”

      “It is what it is.” He looked absently toward the fire. “We’re on good terms. Still have to work together.”

      Raven winced at Tobias’s tortured expression. She searched for the right thing to say. “I read in the paper today that one of your patients has been miraculously cured and will be released from the hospital soon.”

      He scoffed. “Thanks to both of you. It was the amulet. A little girl named Katelyn is alive because of you.”

      Raven and Gabriel exchanged glances. “Oh. Well, if it weren’t for you, it wouldn’t have found its way to her.”

      Tobias hung his head.  “So, it sounds like the two of you will be staying longer than expected?”

      “We have a situation,” Gabriel said. “There have been two sightings of an Obsidian Guardsman in New Orleans. We think Scoria followed Raven back from Paragon.”

      “Scoria? The captain of the Obsidian Guard?” Tobias laughed. “You must’ve made an impression for Brynhoff to send the big guns after you.” He arched a brow at Raven.

      “He’s actively hunting me,” Raven said. “I can’t go back there.”

      Tobias sighed. “I knew returning to Paragon was a bad idea.” He cursed.

      Raven braced herself. With everything going on with Sabrina and her coven, it was natural Tobias would want them to leave.

      “You can stay here for as long as you need,” Tobias said.

      Raven breathed a sigh of relief.

      “On one condition.”

      Raven looked at Gabriel, who seemed as surprised as she was. “What condition is that?”

      “I need you to place protective wards around this house and Sabrina’s apartment. Her place was ransacked last night. And if what I suspect is true, she’s been followed. We’re being watched. We all need protection.”

      “By the Mountain, that woman seems to have a target on her back,” Gabriel said. “Who did she piss off?”

      “There’s another vampire. Tristan… He’s second in line for the throne and a real asshole.”

      Gabriel sucked air through his teeth. “That could get ugly.”

      “What am I missing?” Raven asked.

      Gabriel’s dark eyes locked onto her. “Vampires, at least the ones in Paragon, are community oriented in a violent way. She’s going to be the queen bee of a swarm capable of draining every human in this city. Once she is crowned, she will have dominion over them. From now until her coronation, she’s at great risk. If… What was the vampire’s name?”

      “Tristan,” Tobias said.

      “If Tristan can kill her or force her to step down before her coronation, he can grab that power for himself. Once she is crowned, the coven will be sworn to protect her. Tristan would have to overthrow the entire coven to take charge.”

      Tobias frowned. “Sabrina said something about that. She thinks the answer is us staying apart. I think she needs my help to get her to the finish line. Thus the wards.” He nodded at Raven.

      Gabriel glanced at Tobias. “You can lay the protective wards yourself. When it comes to protection, dragon magic is just as effective as that of a witch. We’ve had to protect our treasure for our entire existence.”

      Tobias shook his head. “I don’t trust myself. I’ve used more dragon magic this past week than I have in decades. I’m out of practice.”

      “Maybe, given the danger we are in, it’s time to dust off your ring.” Gabriel looked pointedly at the large sapphire on Tobias’s finger. “When was the last time you spread your wings? You are a dragon, after all. How can you deny what you are?”

      Raven held up a hand. “Gabriel, give it a rest!”

      The two brothers turned surprised expressions toward her. It wasn’t like Raven to lose her temper, but she couldn’t take a moment more.  She turned back to Tobias. “If you don’t feel comfortable casting the protective spells, I’m happy to do it.”

      “Thank you.” Tobias looked genuinely relieved.

      “You’re welcome. And thank you for letting us stay.”

      Tobias shrugged. “To be honest, it’s refreshing having you around. It’s been a long time since I had any sense of family in my life. Considering what’s going on with Sabrina, it’s a comfort to not be alone. You were right. We’re not in Paragon anymore. It’s silly for us to act as if we are. Gabriel is right too. I’ve denied what I am for far too long. If this thing with Sabrina has taught me anything, it’s that.”

      Raven thought Gabriel’s eyebrows were going to shoot through the roof. She gave him a warning nudge to keep his I-told-you-so to himself.

      She placed her arms around Tobias’s slumped shoulders, brushing off Gabriel’s jealous glances. “We’re here for you, Tobias. We’ll help. Any way you want us to. I’ll lay the wards tomorrow.”

      “Thanks,” he said, pulling back from Raven’s embrace. “And if you don’t mind, please keep this on the down low. Sabrina wasn’t exactly keen on the idea. And we don’t want to gain any more attention from her coven.”

      “Done,” she said. “It will be our secret.”

      “There’s one more thing,” Tobias turned toward Gabriel.

      “What’s that?”

      “I need your help tracking a werewolf.”
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      March roared in like a lion, and Chicago loomed, a city of steel and ice on the horizon, the wind becoming a sharp edge that made everything more difficult. Tobias disliked both the cold weather and the distance that had formed between him and Sabrina. Sure, he’d occasionally bumped into her in the hall or in the break room, but she’d kept their conversations painfully short. He took to leaving her animal crackers at the nurses station. Those she never turned away.

      At least he knew she was safe. Raven had placed protective enchantments around her apartment and balcony. No one who meant her harm could make it past the barrier.

      The space between them did have one major benefit. He’d had time to try to track down the wolf who’d stabbed her. Gabriel had helped him return to Maverick’s and then to the museum. The werewolf had been bleeding the last time Tobias had seen him. His scent should have been easy to track. But the trail ended at the street. Someone had helped him. And all of his leads on the triangular tattoo the wolf was sporting had ended at the museum. The werewolf hadn’t been seen in Chicago since.

      Dragons were excellent trackers. Two dragons were almost impossible to elude. Two dragons and a witch? Tobias was not only sure the werewolf had left the city, he was certain that the car used to take him there hadn’t come back.

      Good news when it came to keeping Sabrina safe, his top priority. If he didn’t keep her safe, who would? For as long as he’d known her, she’d never put herself first. Not with her patients. Not with her coworkers. She wanted to keep him safe and to be the best coven master she could be. In her mind, both of those things meant staying away from him. But no amount of time or space would ever dull his need to protect her.

      Funny, he’d never realized the power the vampire community held over Chicago. In all the years he’d worked here, their existence had never been an issue. Then again, his life was about as mainstream and human as a supernatural’s could get. If it hadn’t been for the kiss he’d shared with Sabrina, he would have gone on admiring her from a safe, detached distance.

      But he had kissed her, and his inner walls had crumbled. She’d won his heart and enchanted his dragon. With one kiss, she’d awakened his inner beast.

      To numb the pain, he threw himself into his work. On this day, he found himself again in room 5830, under far different circumstances than when he’d put the amulet around Katelyn’s neck. The girl was going home. Every doctor on her case had run every test imaginable and could find no reason to keep her. The humans called her a walking miracle. In some ways, Tobias agreed. His coming across Maiara’s healing talisman was a miracle in a way, and it warmed his heart to have put it to good use.

      “I just want to thank you,” Katelyn’s mother said. “The official story may be that this was the result of spontaneous healing, but we know your exceptional care had something to do with it.” She pulled him into a hug, her wiry arms and bone-thin fingers strong against his back.

      Often Tobias had seen the woman hunched over Katelyn’s bed, her human body sagging under the weight of the bad news that had seemed to flow from the walls at the time. Today she was better. Eyes brighter, spine straighter. Although the older woman was painfully thin, she had always struck Tobias as being solid, as if she were made of bricks instead of flesh, a tower of strength wrapped in cardigan sweaters and bolstered by hospital coffee. Her hair had grayed over the course of her daughter’s illness, but the rest of her seemed impervious. The experience had galvanized her. Pulling back from the hug, she had tears in her eyes. It was the first time he’d seen her cry.

      “I don’t think I can take the credit for this one,” Tobias said. “Sometimes there are forces greater than ourselves at work in our lives. All we can do is be thankful, cherish the days fate is merciful enough to give us. Katelyn is a great kid. It makes me happy to know I played a small part in her recovery.”

      “We won’t forget you,” Katelyn’s mother said.

      Katelyn herself walked to him, her body growing stronger by the day, and he bent to accept her hug. She’d grow again now that she was well. He hoped he’d have the chance to see her again years from now, a normal teen with normal problems.

      “Thanks, Dr. Toby.” She cupped her hand around his ear and whispered, “I won’t tell our secret.”

      “What’s that?” her mother asked.

      Tobias stood and guided Katelyn toward her. “A game we used to play to pass the time.” The smile he flashed was both meant to put them at ease and end the conversation. “I’ll call someone to escort you out. You get one last ride in a wheelchair.”

      He slipped out the door to notify the medical assistant at the desk that Katelyn was ready to go. He’d cheated death with this one, but he didn’t care. He’d do it again a thousand times. Only he wondered in the back of his mind if there would be repercussions. Would fate ask him for payment in the future for the death he’d stolen from her? If so, he’d happily pay the price.

      He finished signing Katelyn’s discharge papers. When he looked up again, he lurched in surprise. Sabrina was there, and she didn’t look happy.

      “It’s good to see you,” he said, moving around the desk. “It’s been a while.”

      “I’m sorry, but I told you…” She brushed her red bangs from her forehead. All vampires were pale, but Sabrina’s complexion was even whiter than usual. And she seemed sad somehow. Something was wrong. She was dressed in street clothes and still wearing her coat. “You know why I had to stay away.”

      “There’s something I have to tell you. It’s important.” He looked at his watch. “Can we conveniently bump into each other in the break room later?”

      She shook her head. “I’m not here to work. Actually, I just tendered my resignation.” Her voice cracked. He could tell she was trying to hide it, but he heard it loud and clear.

      “Why?” It didn’t make sense. For as long as he’d known Sabrina, he had never questioned her love for the job. For her sake, he carefully sanitized his expression to one practiced and impassive, his doctor’s mask: analytical, practical, no-nonsense. It was also a lie. Tobias felt ripped apart. His inner dragon coiled and hissed, urged him to throw her over his shoulder and take her somewhere he could force her to stay near him. He kept that part of himself carefully under control, hid it as well as he could from those piercing green eyes that he swore could see right through him.

      She pulled a Kleenex from her pocket and blotted under her eyes. “I can’t tell you that. Not here. Not now.”

      “When?” Too much emotion. The mask was slipping.

      They were interrupted when Katelyn, pushed in a wheelchair by one of the volunteers, emerged from her room with her mother following behind her. The family headed for the elevators at the end of the hall, disappearing out of sight.

      “How did you do it?” Sabrina whispered. “You never told me how you healed her.”

      “I’m still waiting for your explanation of why you’re resigning. I think this is a case for quid pro quo.”

      She turned away from him, but not before he saw a tear roll down her cheek.

      “Talk to me.”

      “It’s too risky.” She looked over her shoulder.

      “Sabrina, please…” He rested his hand beside hers on the nurses station, not touching but close enough that the space between their fingers seemed to carry an electric charge. Would a shock ensue if he touched her?

      She wiped her cheeks. Their eyes met, and for a long moment he resisted the strong desire to kiss each of her eyelids. Kiss away the tears.

      “It has to be somewhere secret and in full daylight,” she whispered, her eyes darting over her shoulder.

      Tobias frowned. What had happened to her? Had Tristan done something terrible to her? He’d kill the vampire. “Lincoln Park Zoo. Polar bear exhibit. Noon tomorrow.”

      She nodded once, pulled her coat tighter around her, and left. Everything in him screamed not to let her go, to haul her off to his treasure room where he’d hoard her like the wealth he kept there. Only, he hadn’t maintained a treasure room in a century and he wasn’t a monster. As much as he wanted to act like a beast, he forced himself to let her go. And counted the seconds until he could see her again.
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      Sabrina materialized in the tunnels, completely alone. The sun was still up. The coven was sleeping. At least she’d have this when she was master, a few stolen hours of alone time when she didn’t have to worry about Tristan or anyone else following her. Then again, that wasn’t entirely true. She would always have to look over her shoulder. Maybe not because of Tristan, but they had other enemies.

      Jaw clenched, she made her way to her father’s chambers. She had about an hour before he awoke, and there was something she needed to do.

      “Good morning, Sabrina,” Paul said, his Chicago PD uniform looking a bit crumpled at the end of his long shift. “You’re up early.”

      She held up the notebook in her hand. “I wanted to inventory Dad’s apartment for decorating purposes before I move in. I thought it would help if I did it while he was sleeping. He doesn’t get much privacy during the night.”

      Paul laughed. “Ain’t that the truth. I just want you to know, I’m willing to stay on as your security detail once your father is gone. I like it here. You people have been good to me.”

      And you don’t want us to eat you, she thought.

      “Of course. You have the most experience.” She placed a hand on his shoulder and gave him her most convincing smile.

      He unlocked the heavy vault door, opening it for her. “You’re one of the good ones, Sabrina. Have a good night.”

      She nodded her head and entered her father’s chambers. Flipping on the light, she removed her booties and padded across the main room in her socks. Avoiding her father’s bedroom, she made a beeline to his office. Aside from the mahogany desk and plush leather chair that were typical of an executive office, the place resembled a library more than a workspace. The walls were lined with books and scrolls that detailed the history of their race, her royal lineage, and the laws of her coven.

      The tomes she was interested in rested on the top shelf, dusty and unused. Vampire reference manuals about other species. There was one on witches, another on the fae, and another labeled creatures of the sea. But it was the shifter volume she was interested in. She used one arm to hoist herself up and select the massive book from the shelf, cradling it as she returned her feet to the floor.

      Positioning the book on the desk, she carefully opened it, the smell of aging parchment thick in her nostrils. Werewolves… shifters… bears… she skimmed the entries in the table of contents at the front of the book. All the way at the bottom, she found what she was looking for.

      “Dragons,” she whispered. Before she said goodbye to Tobias forever, she had to know for sure that she didn’t have any other options. If she could have given her heart a voice, it would have sang its hope that somehow dragons were the exception to the rule, the one supernatural species vampires could coexist with. She tried not to get her hopes up as she flipped to the page specified.

      She was surprised to find the entire section was only two pages long. She began to read, translating the old language in her head.

      Although dragons are now thought to be extinct, the most ancient vampires remember a time long ago when they lived among us. Thought to be the most dangerous form of shifter, dragons hold the distinction of having originated as beasts, blessed with the ability to transform into men by the Greek goddess Circe. This is in sharp contrast to the werewolf, for example, whose species originated from humans cursed to become beasts.

      Having evolved then from magical beasts, dragons share qualities of inherent magic similar to natural witches. Due to their potential for insurmountable power and their latent magical abilities, it is said that dragons were forbidden from mating outside their species.

      Folklore from before vampires kept written records suggests the dragons left Earth for a new land before the great flood as a concession to Hera who did not approve of Circe’s creation. In any case, a suspected dragon should be considered dangerous to any coven and should be reported to the Forebears immediately.

      Sabrina’s blood froze in her veins. She shut the book and took a step back. Forebears. Only the most serious threats to vampire kind were referred to them. One did not simply submit a form or send an email. The Forebears were the supreme ruling body for vampires, the eldest ones, the originals. Many rarely emerged from their underground castle, having chosen to sever their relationship with the outer world rather than veil what they were to adapt to modern living. They ruled from the center of a heavily forested and largely abandoned part of Eastern Europe, plucking villagers from the surrounding area at will. Reporting to the Forebears meant going to that godforsaken place in the middle of nowhere and risking life and limb to convey one’s message, possibly waking a vampire who’d gotten bored and decided to sleep for a year or two. She’d heard stories from her father about them. A tremble ran through her as if the ground beneath her feet were shaking.

      Hastily, she returned the book to the shelf. Law or no law, she would never report Tobias to the Forebears or anyone else. She’d go to her grave protecting him. Once she was master, if any vampire suggested even an inkling of suspicion about what he was, she’d squash the idea immediately, even if she had to threaten, imprison, or kill them to do it. It was part of the reason she’d decided she must become master. There was no other way to protect him and his family but to rule.

      It was the only way to deal with this mess. Tomorrow, when they met at the zoo, it would be the last time she’d speak to him. She’d explain the situation and say her goodbyes. And then she would watch over him from afar, using her pull as master to keep him safe. It was the only way to keep him out of harm’s way and ensure he could continue to do what he’d been born to do—cure sick children.

      She checked that everything in the room was exactly as it was when she came in and then returned to the sitting room, drawing her notebook from her pocket and beginning to sketch. Her father emerged from his bedroom a few moments later, dressed in only a robe.

      “Sabrina, I didn’t know you were stopping by.”

      She held up the notebook. “Sketching my new digs. I have a question about your office. Are you leaving the books?”

      “No. I’ll be taking my personal library with me. Some have sentimental value. I can have copies made if you like.”

      “Please. They would be invaluable.”

      There was a knock at the door and her father crossed the room to open it. Sabrina watched a gorgeous human woman sashay into the room, her curves straining a low-cut red dress.

      “Will you be joining me for breakfast?” her father asked.

      Sabrina fidgeted when the dark-haired beauty met her eyes and pulled her hair off her neck. “I can feed two, if you want some. As long as you don’t take too much.”

      Her father stared at the pulse under the human’s pale skin, his fangs elongating slowly. This was natural vampire behavior, but the feeling in her stomach wasn’t hunger. The room felt too hot suddenly. She got to her feet and strode toward the door.

      “I already ate.” Her eyes flicked to her father. “I’ll be in the Star once you’ve fed.”

      He didn’t respond to her. He couldn’t speak around his fangs. Instead, he struck, sinking his teeth into his willing victim.

      Sabrina slipped out the door, leaving her father to finish his meal.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The day was sunny. Cold, snow-covered, but sunny. It was amazing what a difference a blue sky made. It might be thirty degrees outside, but with no wind and the bright rays baking his face, Tobias thought he could sense spring on the horizon like a song in the distance that was growing closer.

      Sabrina arrived then, in front of the polar bear exhibit, her hood up, sheltering her face from view and also from the sun, he supposed. He’d seen her outside during the day before. Now he wondered if those times had been uncomfortable for her.

      “Should we go inside?” he asked, glancing toward the nearest building.

      “No. It’s safer here. The sun makes me weak, but it will kill other members of my coven, and there’s no place for a human spy to hide.” She looked around at the abandoned walkways and leaned up against the polar bear enclosure.

      Tobias understood. It was noon on a Friday but cold for humans. They might have been the only ones at the zoo by the looks of things.

      “Tell me what’s going on, Sabrina. Please.” He tried to keep his voice neutral, but emotion slipped through despite his best efforts.

      “My coven is called Lamia. I don’t know if I told you that before.” She shrugged in her puffy coat. “You should probably know that. It’s the largest coven in North America.”

      “The largest…” He couldn’t keep the surprise from his voice.

      “Next weekend, I’ll take over as master. I had to resign because it’s a full-time job leading a coven of that size. I can’t be a nurse and a master.”

      “No?”

      “No. And I sold my place. I’m moving into the tunnels after my coronation.”

      “The tunnels?”

      “My coven lives in a network of tunnels under the city. It’s important that I’m there for them, that I’m one of them.” Her voice trailed off.

      “It doesn’t sound like this is something you want to do. You love being a nurse, Sabrina. You love the daylight. You have a life. Are you sure you want to do this?”

      Her chest expanded, and he heard a rush of breath flow from under the hood. “I am, Tobias. I… I feel this is something I have to do, not just for them but for us.”

      “How could this possibly be for us?”

      “I’ve been groomed for this since I was born. My father made sure the coven feared me so that my human side would never be questioned. This is my crown to take up. Once I rise, I’ll have the power to make sure the coven leaves you and your family alone. If I don’t do it, Tristan will. I can’t give the coven any reason to doubt me before my coronation.”

      “Because Tristan will use anything he can against you.”

      “You were right about him. He was having me followed.”

      His eyebrows shot up.

      “After our conversation in the cafeteria, I noticed a face in the crowd. A human. Someone who ordinarily I would never notice. But I noticed him when I was leaving work, and then again, later in the day when I was shopping on Michigan Avenue. I intentionally bumped into him. Easy enough; humans are dreadfully slow. Once I had him in my grip, I compelled him to tell me the truth. You were right—he’d been following me and reporting back to Tristan on the regular.”

      “And is this spy now at the bottom of Lake Michigan?” It made Tobias’s skin crawl to think Sabrina had been followed this entire time.

      She laughed. “No. Instead of breaking his neck, I decided to leave him to do what he was sent to do. Then I avoided you and focused all my time on coven business. Let the man report my virtuous vampire behavior. It was as close to a fuck you as I’m going to get until I become master.”

      “That’s why you’ve been so distant?”

      “Yes.” She shook her head. “Nothing has changed. I want to be with you, Tobias. I wouldn’t have avoided you if it wasn’t absolutely necessary. There’s no reason we can’t be friends once I become master, as long as no one suspects you’re not human.”

      “Friends.” He didn’t like the sound of that.

      “And more, eventually. If we’re careful.” She moved her hood back on her head, and her eyes sparkled in the light. “Our coven has ties to everything in this city, things you see and things you don’t see. We live under the surface, pulling the strings. We can either be a force for good or a force for evil. If I become master, I’ll make sure the coven stays a force for good. In time, I’ll be able to carve out a safe place for us.”

      “In time…”

      “It’s the only way.”

      “So, the only future you can see for us is one where we sneak around, surviving on stolen moments?”

      She laughed sadly under her breath. “There’s something else I have to tell you. If any vampire finds out what you are, they’re supposed to immediately report you to the Forebears, the council of ancients that oversees all vampires. Vampires hate shifters, and dragons are thought to be extinct. If they learn what you are, Tobias, they will see you as a threat and they will want you and your family dead.”

      Tobias ground his teeth, the news of Scoria’s arrival dancing through his head. “Wanting my family dead seems to be an epidemic lately.”

      “Who else wants your family dead?”

      He waved a hand dismissively. He refused to worry her about anything else. “I’ll wait for you, Sabrina. Forever if I have to.”

      He didn’t miss the tears that formed in her eyes. “It already seems like forever.”

      “There’s something you should know,” he said. “I tracked the werewolf who stabbed you. He’s left the city.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive. We know he had help. Someone got him out of the city. But he’s gone.”

      “If Tristan was working with him, the men he has following me know nothing about it. I compelled them to within an inch of their lives—they told me everything.”

      A gust of wind blew between them, and Sabrina hugged herself against the chill. He took a step toward her, wanting to share his natural heat. She didn’t back away. “In my lifetime, I’ve been flung across the universe, ridden a ship across the Atlantic to come to the New World, and trekked the wilderness with an indigenous guide to settle in Chicago. My life has not been easy, Sabrina, and that’s not even scratching the surface of what I’ve endured on this planet alone. I’ve never met anyone quite like you, and I thought maybe I could love you. That’s a hard thing too. To be so close to something you thought you might never have, to briefly feel the warmth of the sun on your face and then have it snatched away.”

      “Oh Tobias….” He smelled her tears on the wind.

      “I can wait for you, but I don’t want to.” A growl rumbled in his chest, and the polar bear darted deeper into his habitat.

      She sighed. “You come from a different world… Paragon, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “So, if you had the opportunity to be the leader your people needed, to go back home and fix whatever went wrong that made you escape to this world, wouldn’t you do it? I know it’s hard for you to put yourself in my shoes. You weren’t raised to be royalty. But I have to do this, for so many reasons. I owe it to my people.”

      He stilled. He’d never told Sabrina he was Paragonian royalty. Who was he kidding? He barely qualified. As third in line, there had been only a slim chance he’d ever sit on the throne and, given his current circumstances, that chance no longer existed. It wasn’t even worth mentioning. “I think I get where you’re coming from. I just wanted you to know how I feel.”

      She paused and looked down at her gloved fingers. “So, how did you cure Katelyn?”

      “I used a magical healing amulet that my brother recovered from our Native American guide, Maiara. I helped Gabriel with something in exchange for it. I tried to use it to heal you too, but it didn’t work.”

      “I remember. I saw it. White and iridescent.”

      “Yes.”

      “You told Katelyn it was a mermaid scale.” She laughed.

      “That was actually her hypothesis. I just didn’t tell her she was wrong.” He gave her a wry grin.

      “You know if you ever use it again, people will suspect you. One little girl is explainable. More and the coven will grow suspicious.”

      “I know. It’s locked away now. It was a onetime thing.”

      They stared at each other in the cold, bright sun, and he thought at the right angle her skin looked translucent, like she was carved from ice. He squelched the desire to take her into his arms and watch her melt in the heat of his embrace.

      “I am sorry it has to be this way,” she said, her voice breaking. When she spoke again, he could hardly hear her. “I felt it too, the warmth, almost like I’d found something I never knew I’d lost. But that’s not how the world works. Life isn’t about our happiness, is it? It’s about survival and expectations and doing the right thing even when it’s difficult.”

      He stepped in closer to her, the saline scent of her tears filling his nose. “World be damned.” In one motion, he brushed her hood back, braced his hand on the back of her neck, and kissed her. It was not a gentle kiss. It was filled with longing and passion and need. He was a boy staring at the moon, knowing his feet would never leave the ground.

      Only they did. One moment he was kissing her in the zoo and the next his molecules had broken apart and were traveling over the city at her command.
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      Sabrina re-formed in Tobias’s bedroom and toppled into his arms. Dematerializing during the day was mentally and physically draining, but she’d had to get out of there. As abandoned as the zoo seemed and as much as she’d taken precautions by sending her human shadow on a wild-goose chase in advance, someone might have been watching. And while she should have stopped kissing Tobias and pulled away, she couldn’t bring herself to do so.

      “Whoa,” he said, catching her in his arms. “You shouldn’t have done that. Not during the day.” His eyes darted around the room.

      “No shit.” Her eyelashes fluttered. “Couldn’t stay. Someone might see.”

      She leaned heavily into his chest and he rearranged her in his arms. He was still wearing his winter coat, a heavy, camel-colored cashmere, soft and cool beneath her cheek.

      “I’ll be fine in a minute,” she said.

      He held her tighter. “Take your time. You’re safe here. Raven has wards around the place.”

      “I’m surprised I got through.”

      “They only keep out those with malicious intent. You must not want to kill me.”

      “Not at the moment.” Her eyes drifted to his lips.

      She blinked. The bed was made. Everything in its place. Same Tobias. “Did I tell you the last time I was here that this room is exactly what I expected it would be?”

      “What does that mean?” Tobias laughed. “What did you expect?”

      “It’s… meticulous. Like when you do surgery. Everything in a row. Neat. Orderly. Thought out for practicality. Just like everything else in your life.”

      “My bedroom is meticulous?” The corner of his mouth twitched.

      “Impeccably made bed, white walls, shiny dark wood, clean lines, not a speck of dust on any of the furniture…”

      “I like things clean.”

      “You like things perfect.” She straightened and took a step back from him. “I’m not perfect, Tobias. I never will be. Right now my world is a mess. I’m being followed, forced to quit my job, made to live underground and lead a coven of vampires.” She swayed on her feet and took a deep, cleansing breath as the tears threatened to come.

      “You’re perfect to me.” Tugging off his hat and gloves, Tobias stripped out of his own coat before reaching for hers. She let him remove it as if she were a child.

      “I shouldn’t be here right now.” Pulling off her hat, she ran her hands through her flattened hair and tried not notice the way his biceps stretched the sleeves of his white dress shirt. She failed miserably. The open collar revealed a deep recess between his neck and collarbone, the muscles of his chest and neck pronounced enough in that small window to cause her insides to turn electric and alive. With his coat off, his heady cinnamon-almond scent pervaded her senses.

      “I might as well tell you, Raven warded your place as well.”

      “I thought I told you not to do that.”

      “I didn’t do it; Raven did.”

      She gave him a withering look.

      “I’m sorry to go against your wishes, but I couldn’t leave you unprotected.” He shook his head. “It was enough of a burden to leave you alone. It would have broken my heart if something happened to you.”

      “You’re forgiven.” She meant it. In truth, she was relieved to hear he’d done it. With the Realtor showing her apartment to strangers throughout the day, she’d been worried Tristan or someone else would leave her a booby trap.

      “Are you still drained?” he asked. “You can feed on me.”

      “No. I’m fine.” His blond hair was mussed and her fingers itched to right its silky strands. She wanted to curl against his side, caress the hard muscles of his chest and stomach. She wanted him. The hyperfocused attention of his sapphire-blue eyes, the feel of his body, his energy, over her. Over her, yes that’s how she wanted him. She didn’t want to think, just feel. She wanted him in control.

      It was a revelation to feel this way. Her entire life, her father had trained her to be a predator, a killer, a ruthless leader, but as she looked at Tobias, all she wanted to be was his. Even if it was for one night. She wanted to hand everything over to him and let go.

      “Sabrina, please don’t cry. What is it? What do you want?”

      She wiped under her eyes. “I want you,” she said. “So bad it hurts.”

      His eyes widened and his nostrils flared. “Then be mine.”

      “Yours? What does that even mean?”

      “It means, whatever else you are—a nurse, a master, a human, a vampire—that you’re mine too. Give yourself to me.”

      She shook her head and backed away a step. “How am I supposed to do that? Think about what you are asking. In a matter of days, I will be master. The coven will own me until I can get a support system in place that I can trust. I am not my own. How can I give you something that isn’t mine to give?”

      His gaze transfixed her, his eyes fathomless pits of sapphire that drew her in. “Whatever you give me, Sabrina, it will be enough. You are enough for me.”

      “The only thing I can give you is tonight. I can’t promise you more.” Her voice was shaking.

      “There’s a saying where I come from: dragons do not mate lightly. I can give you tonight and I can set you free tomorrow, but you should know I will never be free of you. I can’t go halfway into this.”

      “You’re not bound to me.” She said it because she feared it. The vampire bond rose within her and she pushed it down deeper. She could do this, couldn’t she? Just have sex. Nothing more.

      “I will be. You must know I’ve fallen in love with you.” The words hit her like bullets, straight to the heart.

      He was so close now she could feel his warmth. “I love you too.” She was breathless, spinning, weightless, falling.

      Sabrina knew she couldn’t give him what he was asking for, not really. Whatever happened between them now, it would be a onetime thing. She’d have to devote herself to the coven. Still, everything in her wanted him. His energy had fed her, but the gnawing inside her now was a different type of hunger, one that she couldn’t deny.

      Rushing into his arms, she dug her fingers into his shirt and tore, sending buttons flying. She crashed into him with every bit of passion she’d kept restrained these past weeks. To be a vampire was to notice everything. Her mouth warred with his, a clash of velvet tongues and hard, demanding lips. Eyes closed, she reveled in his intoxicating scent, the bouquet of his blood pulsing beneath his skin. The beat of his heart quickened in her ears. Her fingers traveled over the peaks and valleys of his chest and stomach.

      Damn, he was a piece of art, all corded muscle and long, lean limbs. Her hands found his belt and then his fly. And when she lowered his briefs, the magnificent length between his legs made her hiss. It jutted toward her, long and proud, making her instantly wet between her legs. His touch skimmed the waistband of her pants and she thought the brush of his fingers against her belly might make her combust.

      “Be mine, Sabrina,” he said again. The low purr had started in his chest again, a pleasant buzz that did wild things to her insides. She inhaled deeply, the scent of his arousal mingling with hers in the air.

      “I want you in me.” She pressed herself fully against him. His skin was hot now, like he’d stood too close to an open flame. She panted with need.

      He grabbed her by the shoulders and backed her against his dresser. “Say you are mine. I need to hear it.”

      She was. She knew she was. Her vampire side was pounding on her inner doors, begging for her to let go, to drown in this love he was pouring over her. It broke her heart to see him tremble. Could she throw out the lasso of her bond and tie him to her forever?

      His fingers found the hem of her shirt and hoisted it over her head. For a second she was embarrassed to remember that the bra she was wearing was nothing special, old and white. He didn’t notice. It was off her in the next breath. His hand cupped her breast, bolstering it as he bent to take her nipple into his mouth. The hot feel of his tongue on her flesh made her toss her head back and moan.

      “You’re mine.” Possessive was the only word for the look he gave her, his hooded eyes slowly scanning every inch of her exposed skin.

      She could fight it no longer. “Yes,” she gasped. “I’m yours.”
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      Tobias understood that when Sabrina said yes, she meant yes for tonight. She’d told him as much. Her first priority was her coven. He wanted more than tonight. He wanted forever, and forever between two immortals was a very long time.

      “I’m yours.”

      Her words echoed in his head. On some level, it would be wise to stop, to push her away. But he couldn’t bring himself to follow his own sage advice no matter the consequences.

      Once he took her to bed, there would be no escaping a strong and permanent bond to her, and if she did not share that bond, it could drive him insane. It had happened to his brother. Alexander had mated with their guide, the healer Maiara, before a rival tribe had murdered her in 1700. He’d gone insane after she died. To this day, Tobias had no idea what had become of him, although he’d heard rumors that he lived like an animal in the caves of Sedona.

      Would that happen to him? If Sabrina left him, would he recede from the world and become something that couldn’t possibly be mistaken for human? He feared losing his mind, but as he looked at Sabrina, he was helpless to deny himself.

      He drew back and stared at her in all her naked glory. No makeup, yet her prominent cheekbones carried a well-fed blush and the bright green of her eyes needed no embellishment. Her silky hair fell in soft red waves around her shoulders. Her torso was long and lean with graceful limbs and creamy skin that reminded him of milky glass. Her wounds had completely healed, and her sex… He swallowed. By the Mountain, her sex was smooth, hairless.

      “It’s a vampire thing,” she said. “Something about our biology.”

      “You’re beautiful. Every part of you.”

      Her gaze raked over his body. “What about you? How are dragons… different?”

      “Well, I don’t have the fangs of a vampire.”

      She laughed, her cheeks darkening with her subtle blush. “You know what I mean.”

      Anxiety twanged behind his breastbone, and he swallowed hard against it. He was a dragon and a male. He’d lost his virginity centuries ago while he was still in Paragon. He’d had other women since then, human women, only all those times he’d kept his true nature hidden. He didn’t have to do that with her.

      “There is one thing.”

      Without a word, she lowered her chin, her eyes twinkling in silent encouragement.

      He tightened the extra muscles in his abs, surprised they still worked after centuries of disuse. Long-dormant muscles between hip and deltoid stretched to life. It felt good, as did the unraveling of his wings from his back. He extended them above his shoulders, scraping the ceiling before folding them again behind him.

      Sabrina’s green eyes turned wide and wet, her mouth gaping. Did she find him grotesque? Would she run from the room? Had he frightened her?

      “I can put them back. Just give me a minute. It’s been a long ti—”

      “Don’t you dare.” She moved closer.

      Wrapping her arms around his neck, she pressed her breasts deliciously into his chest. Her skin was cooler than his own, and the doctor in him wondered if her core temperature was always on the cool side. Then her lips met his and he stopped thinking altogether. Her mouth was a wonderland and he explored every corner, staking his claim as his fingers traced delicious patterns over the soft skin of her back. Muscle shifted beneath his touch. She straddled his leg and reached for his right wing. Her nails tickled delightfully along the underside and the feeling flooded his body with heat and made his cock twitch. He looked at her through his lashes and stretched the wing to give her better access. She stroked him again.

      “When you shifted in the museum, I couldn’t see you very well. I was lying at an angle and in excruciating pain. But I remember this color. Your scales are like moonlight on freshly fallen snow. There’s a blue tint. Like your ring.”

      “I’ve rarely studied my full reflection as a dragon, of course—when I shift, my dragon self has other priorities—but in my home in Paragon, the floors of the palace where I used to play were made of polished obsidian, and I remember…” He looked at her. “What’s wrong?”

      She’d backed away and crossed her arms over her chest. “You played in a palace as a child?”

      “Yes…”

      “I have so many questions.” Her fingers stroked along the edge of his wing, and he closed his eyes. “What is that sound?” she asked. “It’s heavenly. Almost like a purr.”

      “Mating trill. It’s a dragon thing. It’s supposed to draw you to me. Is it working?”

      “Oh yes.” Her lips were on his again, and all that was left happening in his brain was a carnal need to be inside her. Lucky him, she must have felt the same way considering how her mouth and vampire strength were pulling him against her. And then her hand worked between them and palmed his length.

      He hissed. “By the Mountain, Sabrina, I won’t last long if you keep that up.”

      When she pulled back to look at him, her fangs had dropped. “Good. I think we’ve waited long enough.”

      One beat of his wings and her back was against the wall. Her arms wrapped around his neck, her legs lifting to hook over his hips in one fluid movement. It was as if she could read his mind.

      “I can feel your emotions,” she said into his mouth. He gave her room to speak. “My human side, the side that feeds on energy, can also read it like the written page. Your desire for me is… oh God….”

      “I need you, Sabrina. I need to be inside you.” His voice cracked.

      “Then take me.”

      He repositioned himself and entered her slowly, her tight flesh gripping his own. He had to measure his breaths. His dragon twisted inside him, wild with desire. Supporting her weight under her thighs, he spread her wider, pulled out partway and slammed into her again. Fuck. Pleasure rode him like an animal. He gripped tighter, thrust deeper. His mouth found hers and he swallowed her moan.

      “Oh, goddess, you're huge,” she growled out, in a gritty, sultry voice that made his blood sing. “I see now how dragons are different.” And then her hips were moving, fast. "More, Tobias. Harder." By the Mountain, he’d never had sex like this. A human couldn’t move like this or take the pounding he was giving her. He felt himself nearing the brink and tried to slow down, to make it last longer.

      She dug her nails into his scalp. “Now. Don’t stop. Don’t you stop.”

      He thrust into her, harder, faster. Her back slammed against the wall but she only gripped him tighter. Stars exploded in his veins as the force of her release collided with his. Lightning-hot intensity coursed through him again and again until all he saw was light and all he felt was the grip of her soft, cool flesh asking him for more.

      And so he gave her everything.
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      She would never forget the wings. No matter what happened tomorrow, Sabrina would dream about those breathtaking silver wings working over her until the day she died. She had plenty of material for her dream world. They’d made love at least four times last night. He’d filled her completely, body and soul. She lay next to him now, face-to-face, his fingers stroking the curve of her spine even though his eyes were closed and his breath was even.

      The feeling was mutual. She’d drifted in and out of sleep, waking only to burrow closer to him. Thankfully, it was Saturday morning. Watery light sifted through the window. The sun was rising. The coven would be underground by now and she hadn’t closed on her apartment, so they wouldn’t be expecting her. Not yet anyway. Plus she’d quit her job, so she didn’t have to work. She had a few hours before she had to go.

      “Tobias?”

      “Hmm.”

      “I don’t mean to wake you, but it’s almost six. Do you have to work today?”

      “No. Took off.” One sapphire-blue eye blinked open.

      “You did?” She smiled wide enough to show her back teeth.

      “Don’t get too excited. I promised to give my brother and Raven the full Chicago Saint Patrick’s Day experience. We’re going to view the green river, watch the parade, and have corned beef and cabbage at the Curragh.”

      She sighed and lifted onto her elbows. “I’m overseeing the process. It’s witchcraft, you know. Vampires have a hand in all the unions. We provide the materials to make this happen. I’m not sure what’s in the bulk of it, but it’s magic that turns the orange powder to fluorescent green. We have a witch from Edgewater on our payroll who does it every year.”

      “Madam Chloe?” Tobias asked.

      “Yes. The one and only.” Sabrina stopped short. Tobias was grinning up at her like he’d just found the toy at the bottom of the cereal box. “What’s that look for?”

      “Your cheeks are pink.”

      Tobias was responsible for her flush. She’d fed on his energy all night long. “I guess being with you literally warms my heart.”

      His strong, corded arm scooped her against his chest. “When will I see you again?”

      Her smile faded. “I don’t know. We need to be careful. My coronation is a week from today. Tristan will be doing everything in his power to undermine me. We need to stay apart until then. Don’t call attention to yourself. If he doesn’t know about you, he can’t use you to get to me.”

      He rolled her onto her back and settled between her knees, burying his nose in her hair and inhaling deeply. Her pulse began to race again.

      “A week, huh? I waited a lifetime for you. I suppose I can wait a little longer.”

      She pressed her lips against his. “Once I’m master, I’ll figure out a way for us to see each other. My father has dozens of secret rooms and passageways throughout this city. We’ll find a way to be together. All you have to do is keep these”—she stroked his wings—“tucked away for my pleasure. As far as my coven is concerned, you’ll be one of my human staff. They’ll never suspect a thing.”

      He bit her bottom lip gently. “Are you saying you’ll sell me as your walking blood bag?”

      Her expression turned serious. “I think it’s the only way.”

      There was a long silence as Tobias rolled onto his back and rested his head in a nest of his fingers. He looked up at the ceiling. “I wish it were different, but I’ll take what I can get.”

      She rolled on top of him, spreading her knees and sinking into him. She feathered her lips against his. He answered with a long, languorous kiss.

      When he finished, he asked, “But… are you excited about becoming coven master? Every time you talk about it, you get this look on your face. Sometimes I think you’re going to cry.”

      She rubbed sleep from her eyes and tried to answer honestly. “I think anyone might feel overwhelmed. Since I was a child, I’ve been groomed to take over. I’m ready. Of course I’m ready. It just came on suddenly.”

      “But you love being a nurse. It’s your calling. Aren’t you sad you have to give that up?”

      “Yes. Life is like that though—we don’t always get what we want. Or maybe it’s that we have to choose between the things we want. I want to be a strong leader for my coven. I also don’t want to change anything about my life. I can’t have both.”

      “Is this where you quote Voltaire and say ‘With great power comes great responsibility’?”

      “Power is more of a cross to bear than most people understand. This is my fate. It is who I am, and it is who I will be. You need to know that.”

      A shadow passed through his expression. “I think I understand.”

      “But?”

      “I was just thinking you’re a healer, like me. You prefer feeding on energy instead of blood because you don’t want to hurt anyone. Although you’ve been trained not to react to it, you gain no pleasure from violence. When we were in the museum, you sacrificed yourself and took a knife to the chest rather than hurt a sworn enemy.”

      “So?”

      He stroked her hair. “You are a kind, gentle, and selfless woman. You can force yourself to be a brutal mob boss like your father, but will you be happy? I want you to be happy.”

      A long silence passed between them, and Sabrina’s head was flooded with the shaman’s words. You will never be like them. She frowned. Her voice sounded small when she answered him. “I guess we’re going to find out.”

      His arms wrapped around her and she rested her cheek on his chest, enjoying the simple comfort. “All great leaders lead reluctantly. It wouldn’t be normal for this to be easy for me. I’ll have to change. My father didn’t have it all figured out when he took the helm, but he rose to the occasion.”

      She felt him kiss the top of her head. “You are like no other woman I’ve ever met. If anyone can do this, it’s you.”

      Pushing herself up, she rubbed her body against the length of him. The way he looked at her made her feel like a goddess. Like she could do anything.

      “A week, huh?” he said.

      Lowering her forehead to his, she reached between them. He was ready. He hissed as she impaled herself on his cock again and started to grind. “Let’s say goodbye in a way that will last.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The truth rarely received a warm welcome. To some, it cracked across the cheek like a slap. To others, truth’s knock was ignored like an unrecognized stranger’s. Tobias had underestimated Sabrina. Yes, she was sad to leave her human life behind, but he’d seen something else in her today. When it came to her people, she was fiercely loyal and willing to sacrifice her own happiness for them.

      He pondered that and more as he, Gabriel, and Raven neared the east side of the Michigan Avenue Bridge.

      “Gabriel, look!” Raven pointed at the water beyond the railing, dyed bright green for the occasion. “It matches your ring.”

      It was shocking the first time you saw it. The Chicago plumbers’ union had been dyeing the river green since 1962. He used to come watch the boats spread the dye every year until questions regarding the environmental friendliness of the coloring caused him to lose his enthusiasm over it. Now that he knew Sabrina and her coven were behind it and that it was magic, not chemicals, he took it in with a whole new appreciation. And Raven’s excitement was infectious.

      “How do they do it?” Gabriel asked.

      “Witchcraft,” Tobias said.

      Raven paused among the crowd to look at him as if he might be joking.

      “The same one you visited for the cure,” Tobias said, intentionally cryptic.

      “Madam Chloe?” Raven looked delighted.

      Tobias pressed a finger over his lips. “Top secret.”

      The sidewalk was crowded and Raven gripped the brown railing and stared out over the winding green river. “Sabrina’s certainly concerned about keeping us all a secret, isn’t she?”

      Tobias winced at her harsh tone. That was unlike Raven. “She has her reasons. It’s okay.”

      “Okay? Is it really okay that her coven thinks it’s better than everyone else? It sounds to me like she’s an ungrateful, self-centered bitch.”

      Tobias held up his hands. He’d never seen Raven act like this before. “Chill—there’s no need for insults. Let’s go back to the house and talk this out.” Tobias could hardly believe his ears or the way the air around them began to crackle with Raven’s ire.

      He glanced at Gabriel whose mouth was hanging open in shock. His brother gave him a half shrug and then placed a hand on his mate’s back. “Raven?”

      Raven’s face was bright red and covered in a sheen of sweat.

      “Gabriel, what’s wrong with her?” Tobias muttered but his brother just shook his head.

      “I saved her life.” Raven pointed her finger at Tobias’s chest. “I warded her home to keep her safe. We are here hiding from an assassin, and I still found enough compassion to put my neck out for her, and she thinks we’re lesser than her stupid vampires? I don’t think so!”

      Tobias reacted, trying to cover Raven’s mouth. “Raven, stop!”

      An electric shock blew him back a step.

      Gabriel’s expression tightened as purple fireworks zinged off Raven’s exposed skin and popped in the air around them. He looked as perplexed at Raven’s sudden bout of rage as Tobias.

      “Perhaps Tobias is right. We should continue this conversation in private,” Gabriel murmured.

      “Perhaps I should end this right now.” Raven raised her ring. It glowed like a star between them. She focused on Tobias, her entire body shaking.

      Tobias held up his hands. “Whoa, whoa, whoa… Where did that come from? Let’s all take a beat and talk about this civilly.” His eyes drifted to the crowd around them. Thankfully, no one seemed to be paying much attention to their quarrel. This was Chicago on Saint Patrick’s Day. The crowd was already getting rowdy.

      Raven pitched forward, her body undulating.

      Gabriel’s eyes went wide. “Raven, are you okay? You look like you’re going to be sick.”

      The witch hurled. Tobias watched in horror as vomit spewed from Raven’s mouth in a color that almost matched the green river. But the sick seemed to make Raven’s magic tantrum worse. Flashes of light popped and spiraled in the air around her, and light shimmied across her slick skin in waves.

      “Gabriel, what’s happening to me?” Raven’s eyes rolled back in her head and she collapsed.

      Gabriel caught her unconscious body and pulled her into his arms. The crowd pointed and murmured to each other. That was going to be a bitch to deal with if it ended up on video. Sparks of purple and emerald-green magic zinged off Raven’s skin like it was the Fourth of July.

      Suddenly, a familiar face pushed through the crowd and grabbed his shoulder. Sabrina, and she was furious. “You have to get her out of here, Tobias. She’s drawing too much attention.”

      He gave her a nod and turned toward the crowd, smiling and spreading his hands. “Happy Saint Paddy’s Day, everyone!” Tobias clapped twice and waved his fingers. “We’re a performance art troupe from Columbia. Looks like someone drank too much green beer.” He waved a hand at his brother and Raven. “Enjoy your morning.”

      Sabrina helped clear a path as they navigated the crowded walkway. By the time they reached the street, Sabrina had already hailed a taxi.

      “I’ll take her to my office. I need to examine her. She’s sick,” Tobias said to her.

      “Just get her out of here.” They climbed in and Sabrina slammed the door behind them.
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      A short Uber later and they entered the austere surroundings of his medical office building across from the hospital. Thank the Mountain Tobias didn’t have office hours today. Gabriel ushered Raven into the elevator. She was awake now but still flushed.

      “It’s so hot.” She tugged at the collar of her coat.

      “Has anything like this ever happened before?” Tobias asked.

      The two looked at each other. “When I first came into my magic, symbols used to glow along my skin anytime Gabriel touched me, but they went away after I absorbed the magic of my ancestors. I’ve never had anything like this.”

      Tobias unlocked the door to his medical office and ushered them both inside to an exam room. “Put her on the table.”

      There was a tornado of dark smoke and Sabrina appeared beside him. “What the hell is going on, Tobias? Do you know how many people saw the human fireworks show today?”

      Tobias turned to her, “She’s sick, Sabrina. Something’s wrong. Really wrong.”

      Sabrina took one look at Raven and snapped into nurse mode. She grabbed Tobias’s stethoscope from his neck.

      “Get her out of that coat, Gabriel,” Tobias said.

      Sabrina started taking Raven’s vitals. “Her blood pressure is high, and so is her temp.  Really high. One hundred and three.”

      Tobias frowned. “We can add that to puking fluorescent green and sending off magic sparks.” He pulled out his penlight and started examining her.

      “Ugh. I feel terrible,” Raven said.

      Gabriel rushed from the office and returned with a plastic cup Tobias recognized as coming from his waiting room. “Try to drink something.”

      “What have you had to eat today?” Tobias asked. “Maybe it’s food poisoning.”

      “Fluorescent food poisoning?” Sabrina spread her hands.

      “I didn’t eat anything. I haven’t felt good in the mornings lately, so I’ve been skipping breakfast.”

      Tobias stared at Raven, assessing her overall condition, then felt a cold suspicion worm up through his gut. When Sabrina’s eyes met his, he knew she suspected it too. “Gabriel, my personal office is the second door on the right. There are packets of peanut butter crackers in the top drawer of my desk.”

      As soon as Gabriel had left the room, Tobias addressed Raven directly. “We need to talk.”

      “Why? What’s going on?” Raven asked. “Tobias, after everything that’s happened today, just give it to me straight. I can’t take much more of this.”

      “I, uh, I was just wondering… you said you were sick in the mornings.” Tobias swallowed hard. “And I know you thought you were barren, but… could you be pregnant?”
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      “Pregnant?” Raven said breathlessly. “No. I can’t be. I mean I really can’t be. Remember the chemotherapy? My eggs are fried.” She ran a hand over the swollen mound of her abdomen. Sure, she’d been a little bloated lately and hungry all the time, but she couldn’t be pregnant.

      Her mind raced back to Crimson’s temple, to the fertility ritual the voodoo queen had forced her to participate in. The bright white lines of the circle came back to her, the offerings of fruit and eggs. Gabriel had made love to her in the center of that spell—a quick animalistic coupling they’d been helpless to resist—to save their lives. It couldn’t have worked, could it?

      Today was the seventeenth of March. The spell had taken place on Mardi Gras, February thirteenth. About five weeks. Wasn’t that too early to be having symptoms?

      “What’s going on?” Gabriel asked, charging into the room with a handful of peanut butter cracker snacks. She reached out and plucked one from his grip.

      “We were wondering if Raven’s nausea might be due to pregnancy,” Tobias stated.

      “I told him it was impossible. I’m barren. Dr. Freemont told me that the chemotherapy I was on had completely destroyed the functioning of my ovaries. I haven’t had a period in years.”

      Gabriel’s face turned stony, his eyes flicking down to her abdomen. “Impossible in human terms.”

      “Brother, is there something you need to tell me?”

      “Raven and I were forced to take part in a voodoo queen’s fertility spell,” Gabriel murmured.

      “But she’s dead,” Raven added quickly. “I killed her. And come on, a spell can only do so much. Right? Right?”

      “You need to test her,” Sabrina said.

      Raven had almost forgotten the vampire was there. She was right beside her, her hand very close to hers on the examination table. Close but not touching, as if she wanted to be there for Raven but not overstep her bounds.

      “I’m a pediatric cardiologist. I don’t have pregnancy tests in the office.”

      “But you do have an ultrasound machine,” Sabrina said.

      “An ultrasound!” Raven protested. “This is ridiculous. I can’t be pregnant. I can’t be.”

      Gabriel exchanged a look with Tobias that Raven couldn’t read.

      “Let’s give it a go,” Tobias said. “We’ll prove you’re not pregnant, and I can check out your other organs while I’m at it.”

      Raven didn’t feel like herself. Her skin was hot. A headache pulsed at her temple. She had an urge to tell Tobias to go to hell and leave her alone.

      “Raven, please,” Gabriel said. He looked concerned.

      “Okay,” she said reluctantly.

      “Come this way. I’ll show you to the room.” Tobias helped her off the examination table and led her to the ultrasound room where he left her and Gabriel so that she could change into a paper gown.

      “Honestly, Gabriel. I’m feeling fine now.” She fought to make her voice chipper. “This is entirely unnecessary. We’re missing the parade.”

      Gabriel folded her clothes and stacked them on a chair. “Might as well let Tobias get it out of his system. He’s a healer. He won’t feel right until he knows exactly what’s going on.”

      “I’m just so angry. Everything is pissing me off.” She held up the peanut butter cracker she was eating. “Why do they use crumbly crackers in these things? We can send a man to the moon but can’t make a cracker that doesn’t go everywhere when you eat it?” She scootched back on the table, patting down the paper gown with more gusto than necessary.

      A scowl flattened her mate’s mouth. “We will figure this out. Tobias will know what to do. He’s very smart.”

      “Then what is he doing with Sabrina? I put our lives in danger to save her. She’s a vampire mob boss. He knows she wants us out of the city.” Raven’s ears felt hot, and she had the sudden urge to hit something.

      “He said we could stay and she’s here, helping him take care of you.” Gabriel took a seat beside the examination table and took her hand.

      “But it’s the principle. Doesn’t anyone else see that it’s the principle of the thing that these vampires think they own the city?” She shoved another cracker into her mouth.

      Gabriel cleared his throat. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Raven, but it seems unlike you to carry this much anger over something like this. You are usually the one tempering my anger.”

      “I’m consumed with it. I can’t remember ever feeling like this before.” She rubbed her temples. “I must be sick. It must be the illness.”

      A knock came on the door, and Tobias entered with Sabrina at his side. They were both wearing gloves. Gabriel’s hand came to rest on her shoulder. She leaned back and stared at the ceiling. After a few minutes of machine adjustments, Sabrina squirted a glob of lube on Raven’s lower belly and applied the wand to her skin.

      “It might be too early to see anything this way. Normally with early pregnancy we do an internal ultrasound, but Tobias doesn’t have the right equipment for that,” Sabrina said.

      The sound of her voice was sandpaper against Raven’s ears. Shit, she needed to get a handle on this. Why was she so angry?

      The wand glided under her belly button, curled, and stopped.

      She heard Sabrina gasp. “Tobias. Do you see this?”

      “What? What is it?” Raven asked.

      Tobias replaced Sabrina by her side and his face was as grim as Raven had ever seen it. He reached across her body to turn the screen to face her. A steady, intermittent whooshing sound met her ears. Raven wasn’t sure what she was looking at. There was a round white shape inside her abdomen. Beautiful in a way. Oval with a texture like a mound of pearls. It almost looked like… It looked like…

      “An egg,” Tobias said. “You’re carrying a dragon egg.”
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      Of all the things Tobias had thought might happen today, seeing a dragon egg inside a human uterus was not one of them. He’d believed Raven when she’d said she was barren. There was no reason to think she was lying. Not to mention, the side effects of her chemotherapy were familiar to him. Only, he hadn’t considered the magic factor.

      First, there was Gabriel’s tooth, capable of healing her cancer but also capable of healing the damage caused by the chemotherapy. Second, there was the fertility spell. Tobias wasn’t familiar with voodoo, but magic could accomplish strange and mystical things. Even as he looked at the egg, he couldn’t wrap his head around what he was seeing. He’d presumed that the copulation of a dragon and a witch would result in a human fetus that might shift into a dragon after it was born. Never had he suspected the young would form in the same way it would if Raven were a dragon.

      “Tobias?” Gabriel grabbed his elbow and shook. “What does this mean?”

      “It means Raven is pregnant with a dragon.” Tobias repositioned the ultrasound and looked at Gabriel out of the corner of his eye. “Congratulations, brother, you’ve accomplished the most forbidden act of our species.”

      Gabriel shook his head. “No. No. Not an egg. She has a human body. We have to get it out.”

      “Get it out?” Raven sat up, wiping the lube from her belly with a wad of tissues from the box next to the monitor. “You aren’t touching my baby. Neither of you.”

      “You don’t understand, Raven. It’s a dragon.” Gabriel spread his hands as if what he was saying was obvious.

      “Dragons lay eggs and then keep them warm until they hatch. You don’t have a dragon’s body. The egg will be too big and intractable to pass through your birth canal,” Tobias said. He was trying his best to remain clinical and detached, but inside he was reeling. This was bad. So bad. “Chances are you and the youngling will both die if you try to deliver it.”

      “What a load of crap.” Raven’s face reddened as she spoke.

      Tobias frowned. “No wonder her blood pressure and temperature are raised,” he said to Gabriel. “The dragon inside her is heating everything up.”

      Raven wrapped a hand around her opposite fist and brought it to her forehead. “Here’s what we’re going to do. We will allow the egg to develop to the typical size and then take it out via cesarean section. Obviously I won’t be able to sit on it like I assume a dragon would—”

      “Oh, the dragon mother doesn’t sit on the eggs. She’s not a chicken,” Gabriel said with a chuckle. One look from Raven and he sobered up. “Normally the eggs are placed near the heart of the volcano inside the mountain.”

      Raven ground her teeth. “We’ll buy an incubator.” She said the words slowly, and Tobias cringed at the venom in them.

      Gabriel stopped talking and turned statue still, staring at the picture on the monitor. A muscle in his neck twitched like it had a life of its own.

      Tobias tried his best to explain the dangers to Raven. “A fully formed dragon egg is about the size of human triplets. It might be possible for you to carry it to term, but it won’t be comfortable for you, and removing it will require an experienced ob-gyn. Whoever does it will have to understand what he’s doing. You will have to introduce a human doctor to dragon physiology.” He rubbed his head. “And hope they’re crazy enough not to tell our secret.”

      “You can do the surgery,” Raven said, looking him directly in the eye. “You’re a talented doctor, and we have magic and the healing amulet to use if there’s trouble.”

      “Ooooh, no. I want no part of this.” Tobias waved his hands and shook his head. “This would be enough to get us all beheaded if we were in Paragon. It’s said that the offspring of a dragon and a witch will have the power to flatten cities. It could be the most powerful supernatural being this world has ever known.”

      Gabriel’s hand shot out and caught his brother by the shoulder. “Folklore. Nothing more. We are not in Paragon, brother, and you owe Raven for saving your girlfriend’s life.”

      “I’m allowing you two to stay under my roof in exchange for that, remember? Debt already paid.”

      Raven narrowed her eyes and bared her teeth. “Then I guess I’ll trust Mother Nature and hope my body knows how to lay this thing when it’s time.”

      “Be reasonable,” Tobias said. “Mother Nature didn’t do this. Magic did. There is nothing natural about this whelp.”

      She glared at Tobias as if she could knock him down with a look alone. “Baby. My baby.”

      “Relax. I wasn’t being insulting. A whelp is what we call a baby dragon in Paragon,” Tobias said. “This could kill you, Raven. What happened today, it won’t be the last time. Your human body isn’t designed for this.”

      “I’m willing to take that chance.”

      Raven turned toward Gabriel, but he was stunned silent. His face had paled to roughly the shade of the paper lining the examination table, and his eyes were far-off and vacant.

      “Gabriel?” Tobias cleared his throat. Damn, if this had happened a few weeks ago, he’d have sent both of them packing. But now Tobias found himself staring at the monitor and questioning everything he used to believe. The steady whoosh, whoosh of the whelp’s heartbeat replayed in his head and he caught himself growing wistful, wishing things were different, longing for family.

      It was Sabrina, he knew, that had changed him. She’d made him accept what he was because she accepted what he was. And accepting his dragon nature meant reconnecting with this, the reality of being a dragon, here and now, in the crazy city of Chicago.

      Raven rubbed Gabriel’s hands between her own.

      Slowly his eyes shifted to meet hers and Tobias watched the corners of his mouth lift upward. His eyes wrinkled at the corners. “We’re having a whelp.”

      “Yes. A baby.”

      “An heir. A boy… or a girl.”

      “Yes!” She smiled wider.

      “Gabriel?” A chill ran the length of Tobias’s spine. He couldn’t believe they were actually considering going through with this. Then again, he couldn’t imagine doing anything else.

      Gabriel embraced Raven, almost lifting her off the table. When he set her down again, Raven’s eyes roamed the room behind Tobias.

      “What happened to Sabrina?”

      Tobias whirled. She’d been standing right behind him only a few minutes before. Now Sabrina was gone.
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      Tobias left Gabriel and Raven and exited the ultrasound room. “Sabrina?”

      “In here.”

      He found her in his office, her face in her hands. “What’s wrong? Have you been crying?”

      “I asked you for one thing, Tobias. One thing.” Her voice broke. “I asked you to lie low. To not call attention to yourselves.”

      “You saw the egg. She had no idea. It’s not her fault. She’s having some kind of reaction to her fetus.”

      Sabrina’s shoulders slumped. “No. It wasn’t her fault. It was yours.”

      Tobias winced. “What are you talking about?”

      “You knew it would be safer for them if they left. You knew I was being followed and that this was a delicate time for me… for us! And you put them on display anyway.”

      “I wasn’t planning on having Raven snap, crackle, and pop in front of a crowd, Sabrina. It was an accident.”

      “Well, it’s an accident that has consequences.”

      “What are you trying to say?”

      “Madam Chloe saw you. The humans that work for us saw you. We’re lucky that it was during the day and the vampires were asleep, but if anyone recorded it…”

      “It happened quickly. I didn’t see any phones out—”

      “It doesn’t matter, Tobias. Don’t you see that I can’t just sweep this one under the rug? I’m going to have to compel every human I can track down to forget they ever saw you there. Madam Chloe can’t be compelled. I’ll have to put the fear of the goddess into her. If Tristan learns what happened, the coven will tear apart the city looking for her. They will not stop until she’s dead.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “But it’s not like we did this on purpose.”

      “Tell that to the torches and pitchforks.” Sabrina sighed and stuffed her hands in her back pockets. “Raven and Gabriel need to get out of town for a while. And if you were smart, you’d go with them.”

      “Hey, I’m doing the best I can here,” Tobias snapped. “But let’s be honest—if it wasn’t for your coven’s draconian laws, this wouldn’t be an issue. You know, you signed up for that. I didn’t. I’m staying and so is my family.”

      “It’s not safe!”

      “I’m not caving to a maybe threat from an asshole vampire that may or may not know anything about us.”

      Sabrina shook her head and headed for the door.

      “Where are you going?” Tobias asked.

      “To try to clean up your mess.”

      “Wait? Can we talk about this?” Tobias hated to leave things like this. She was angry. Really angry.

      She shook her head. “No. You need to give me space. Don’t call me. Don’t text.”

      “You don’t mean that!”

      “It’s not safe, Tobias.” Sabrina was yelling now. “It’s over. It’s for the best.”

      Before he could say another word, she was gone.
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      Duty made the world go round. People had responsibilities. It was discipline, not desire, that made a community strong. What would the planet be like if everyone followed their whims?

      Sabrina had a duty to report Raven to her father and while she was at it, Gabriel and Tobias. She was days away from being elevated to master. It was her responsibility to protect her fellow vampires. Tobias and his family were outsiders in vampire territory. She knew without a doubt now that Raven was dangerous; she’d heard Tobias say that the youngling would be powerful enough to flatten cities.

      Only, if she told her coven, the vampires would tear the witch to pieces, and Sabrina couldn’t have that. The truth was, she liked Raven. The witch had saved her life. And she knew how much Tobias loved the woman and Gabriel. She loved Tobias. Which was why she had ended it with him.

      She’d indulged her love for Tobias long enough. It was time to focus on doing what she had to do to protect him and his family, even if it did break her heart. She’d tracked down every human on their payroll and eradicated any memory they had of Raven, but there was one person left, and convincing her to keep her mouth shut might not be as easy.

      She pushed open the door to Bell and Candle and strode into the occult shop like she owned the place. Nothing less than total confidence would get her what she wanted from the witch. Sabrina had to find out how much Madam Chloe knew about Raven, the dragons, and Sabrina’s relationship with them. She’d have no mercy on the witch if she’d told anyone anything.

      “May I help you, Princess?” Madam Chloe hobbled out from behind the counter, her crippled arms tucked uselessly against her chest. She did not smile as she scanned Sabrina, her eyes sharply suspicious. “Was the river not what you expected?

      “I have questions. Answer me honestly.”

      “Of course.”

      “Did you see anything unusual today by the river?” Sabrina’s gaze narrowed on the woman.

      “If I did, wouldn’t I tell you, Princess? No one would dare keep a thing from your coven.”

      Sabrina coupled her hands behind her back. “That’s not an answer. I’ll ask again. Did you see anything unusual today? Has another witch been in your shop, not a human practitioner but one with actual power like yourself? Tell me the truth. I will be master soon, and if you are not honest with me now, you will regret it.”

      “There was one,” the witch said softly. “She said she needed help healing a vampire. I provided that help out of loyalty to you and your coven.”

      “Which vampire?”

      “I do not know.” Her eyes shifted away.

      “Liar.”

      Madam Chloe raised her eyebrows at Sabrina. “There is only one vampire who might be stabbed during the day in an area of the city where a witch could find and treat her. That vampire is you, Princess.”

      “Now we’re getting somewhere. Honesty is important. So a witch was here and on the bridge today.”

      “Yes,” Madame Chloe agreed reluctantly.

      “I need someone I can trust. Can I trust you?”

      “Above anyone.”

      “Then answer me this. Did you tell anyone about the witch or my injury?” Sabrina focused her full attention on Madam Chloe, using her full power to read her emotional spectrum. The witch was nervous and more than a little angry.

      Chloe scowled. “You vampires, the games you play.”

      “What games?”

      “I had to tell him something, you know. He knew you’d been stabbed and wanted an explanation of how you’d survived. There are only so many options.”

      “He, who?”

      “Tristan, Princess.”

      “How did Tristan know I’d been stabbed?”

      Chloe closed her eyes and shook her head. “It isn’t my place to speculate, but he was rather knowledgeable about the specifics regarding your wound. The exact specifics.”

      “Please explain.”

      “The ingredients to make Keetridge Solution haven’t been available in the Midwest for decades. My sources say the werewolves haven’t had access to it in even longer. The only place one could obtain it around here would be—”

      “My coven. We keep a store of it to use for executions.” Sabrina frowned.

      “Tristan knew the dagger that stabbed you was soaked in Keetridge Solution. How do you suppose that could be?”

      Sabrina growled. So it was true. Tristan didn’t just hate her. He wasn’t just following her and harassing her. He wanted her dead. She’d previously accepted that Tristan had tipped off the wolf who stabbed her, perhaps hoping to scare her away from becoming master. But this was far worse. What Madam Chloe was saying was that Tristan provided the wolf with the Keetridge Solution that almost killed her. Tristan, with premeditation and full knowledge of what he was doing, had endeavored to have her killed. Not a scare tactic but an attempt at eliminating the competition. She took a deep breath and blew it out.

      “What exactly did you tell him?”

      “I told him that a woman who might have been a witch came in for an antidote and that I gave one to her. I did not learn her name and my understanding was that she did not call Chicago home. My assumption was that you called her to the city to treat your wound and that she has gone home now.”

      Everything inside Sabrina worked to parse out the truth of the witch’s statement. Her emotional spectrum was neutral, her heart rate steady. Sabrina’s nostrils flared as she searched the witch’s scent for any hint of untruth, but as far as she could tell, the witch was being perfectly honest.

      “Was there anyone with the witch?” she asked softly.

      “No,” Chloe said immediately.

      This time she was lying. Sabrina detected a gamey aftertaste on her emotional palate, and there was a spike in the witch’s pulse. All at once, Sabrina understood.

      “You liked her,” she said softly.

      “Yes, I did.” Madam Chloe nodded her head.

      “Then I will confirm that this lone witch is in fact gone from the area. And what happened today?”

      Chloe nodded. “I don’t think anything happened today. The humans are wild this time of year. You never know what you’ll see.”

      Sabrina nodded and offered Madame Chloe a warm smile. “I thought so. I’m looking forward to continuing our arrangement and getting to know you better once I’m in power. You are good at what you do.”

      “Thank you.”

      Sabrina pivoted and headed for the door.

      “There is one more thing I must share with you, Princess,” Madam Chloe said.

      Sabrina stopped short and turned back toward the witch, waiting for her to continue.

      “The night Tristan came asking about you, he asked me for a containment spell, the type your coven has requested before. When used on the bindings of a supernatural being, it will render the prisoner powerless. I provided it. He did not say how he planned to use it, but I do know this: his thoughts of you were dark, Princess. I do not like him. I do not trust him.”

      “I will take care of Tristan.”

      Madam Chloe breathed a sigh of relief and bowed low. “Thank you.” When she straightened again, she met Sabrina’s gaze. “I was concerned when I heard your father was moving to the new territory. He was always fair and kind to me. I think you will be the same.”

      Sabrina glanced down at the floor. “If I am half the leader my father has been, I will count my reign as master a success.”

      Madam Chloe shook her head. “Just make sure you reign. Tristan has it in for you, Princess, and the last thing Chicago needs is him.”
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      Scoria had a job to do, but finding the witch named Raven had proven difficult. To be sure, he hadn’t believed a word the dark-skinned man and elderly woman had told him at Blakemore’s Antiques. The loyalty of the two humans toward Gabriel was evident by the way they spoke so warmly of him and the witch, whom he’d learned was called Raven. What he’d reported back to the empress was one undeniable fact: Gabriel, the heir to the kingdom of Paragon, had mated himself to the witch.

      Mating with a witch was punishable by death. It was an abomination, a danger to the throne. Allowing the two to persist in this behavior put the entire kingdom at risk. As a member of the Obsidian Guard, he had a duty to eliminate the threat and to bring them to his queen, dead or alive.

      Now he just needed to find the two lovers. The faster he performed his duty, the better the chance of catching the dragon off guard.

      “The price is your blood.” The one who had introduced herself as Delphine wiped her wrinkled hands on her filthy apron and stared at him from the door of her hovel. The rumors he’d gathered from the underbelly of New Orleans had called her a Casket Girl, although girl was a misnomer. The woman was elderly, her hair almost entirely gray. Still, if the vampire he’d spoken to could be trusted, she and her sisters were the finest oracles in the city.

      “How much blood?”

      “Only a cup.” She smiled, showing all her teeth.

      “I agree to your terms.”

      “Come upstairs and meet my sisters.”

      He followed her through the filthy, rodent-infested room and up two flights. There, in an equally filthy attic, two other elderly women sat crocheting by candlelight. One appeared so ancient as to be near death, and Scoria hoped she would live through the ritual to find the witch.

      Delphine appeared with a chalice and a dagger. “Your arm.”

      He offered his flesh to her tentatively. Scoria had no qualms about snapping her neck if she tried anything funny, lingered too long, or stabbed him in the wrong place. He watched her carefully as she drew the blade cleanly across his forearm and deep red blood flooded the gold and jewel-encrusted goblet. As expected, his arm healed quickly. He folded it toward his body as soon as it had stopped bleeding.

      The old woman brought the blood to her lips and moaned.

      “Sister,” the other women said in unison. They dropped their crocheting and hobbled out of their chairs. “Save some for us.”

      A cackle rose up from Delphine’s throat, and before Scoria’s eyes the woman became young again. Her gray hair transformed to a lustrous black, her skin plumped to pink perfection, and her clothing became new again.

      “You are witches?” Scoria hissed.

      “No,” Delphine replied. “We are something else. Just three girls sent from our homes to this city and cursed with an illness that keeps us alive and in need of blood. Relax, dragon. Remember, you came to us.”

      Now that the other two women had drank his blood, they’d become young as well. Young and beautiful. Their shapely figures swayed to a music he couldn’t hear, and they turned and danced before a fire that blazed to life inside a scrying glass at the center of the room. An uneasy feeling ran the length of his spine. Witches could not be trusted, and he did not trust that these women were not witches.

      “Who told you I was a dragon?”

      “Your blood tastes the same as Gabriel’s. One does not forget the taste of dragon blood.”

      “Gabriel is who I am trying to find! Along with that witch Raven.”

      Delphine hissed. “Raven is a powerful witch. You must not reveal that we helped you. She would be displeased with us, and we wish not to enrage her.”

      He nodded his head, although he had no intention of keeping a promise to these foul creatures.

      He backed away from the three as their dance grew wild and uninhibited. With long, graceful kicks and majestic leaps worthy of the stage, they arched and spun around the fire, circling, pulsing to the music. As he waited and watched, their eyes turned black as obsidian and their dance became more aggressive until he considered descending to the exit. He glanced toward the boarded window, assessing ways of escape. But he didn’t need to take such drastic actions.

      Abruptly, all three women stopped. They swayed before him like tall grass in a breeze. An image appeared in the scrying glass between them.

      “Watch, dragon. Your mark is there.” Delphine pointed at the fire burning within the glass.

      An image appeared in the flames, and Scoria moved closer to get a better look. The witch Raven was standing on a bridge in a strange land with bright green water. She became ill and sparks of light circled her body. Gabriel caught her before she collided with the walkway. And wouldn’t you know it, the male who comforted them both was none other than Tobias, another heir to the throne and now the enemy of the empress. There was also a female whom Scoria did not recognize. An ally. So the heirs were gathering forces.

      He must tell the empress. This was far worse than they’d expected. Her children were uniting.

      “Where is this green river?” he asked the strange sisters, trying to mask the disgust in his voice. His skin crawled when he looked into those black eyes.

      In perfect unison, the three answered him. “Chicago.”
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      The smell of roasting meat woke Tobias. It was nearly six, but he had no desire to get out of bed. After Sabrina had poofed out of his office, he’d tried to reach her, to get her to talk to him. She’d sent him one final text.

      It’s over. For the best.

      His follow up messages had gone unanswered. He couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d quit him cold turkey, and the thought hurt like hell. Eventually, they’d returned home, and he’d crawled under the covers, escaping into much-needed sleep.

      A knock came at the bedroom door. “Tobias? Dinner.” Raven’s voice was steady and sweet. They’d worked it out after Sabrina had left, not that there was any real choice for him to make. Raven had chosen to carry the baby, no matter the consequences to herself or his brother. He would not abandon them. He’d given his word he would do his best to deliver the egg when the time came.

      He climbed out of bed and pulled on a shirt before opening the door. His soon to be sister-in-law waited in the hall.

      She frowned when she saw him. “Are you okay? I know you’re upset about the baby—”

      “No.” He leaned against the doorjamb. “I’m not upset about the baby.” He handed her his phone and showed her Sabrina’s text. “Sabrina ended it. It was just too dangerous for her… for us.”

      “Oh, Tobias…”

      He rubbed his eyes. He needed an aspirin… and a fentanyl patch.

      “You don’t think she’d tell her coven about us?” Raven asked softly.

      “No. Never.”

      “She made it clear she wants us out of the city. Are you sure you can trust her? What if…”

      He raised an eyebrow. “What if what?”

      “Madame Chloe said she was dangerous. What if she got close to you to assess the danger to her coven?”

      Tobias frowned, considering it. “It seemed real though. It was real for me.” He shook his head. He refused to believe Sabrina would betray them. “It was real. She won’t tell anyone, Raven. She won’t.”

      “I’m sorry.” Raven put her arm around his shoulders, her eyes filling with tears. “I shouldn’t have suggested she would. I think this pregnancy makes me irritable and has completely destroyed the filter between my brain and my mouth.”

      For all his education and experience in the operating room, Sabrina was a puzzle he couldn’t solve.  A dragon’s heart was made of stone, but even stone could break. Or shatter, as the case may be, as if it were a Fabergé egg smashed under her heel. He was a doctor, but he didn’t know how to heal this break.

      “How about you?” he asked her. “How are you feeling?”

      “Better than fine. All my symptoms are gone. I made myself a potion of ghost peppers, ginger, and turmeric and the fever came down.”

      “Ghost pepper?”

      She shrugged. “It’s not like I could google dragon pregnancy, but I experimented with some spells in my head about combating fever and swelling and it worked. Maybe dragon baby likes things spicy.”

      “Whatever works.”

      Raven pointed toward the stairs. “I wanted to do something nice for you, to thank you for everything, for hosting us here and for agreeing to help us with our baby. I made lamb and roasted potatoes. Veggies. Gabriel said it was your favorite, but I suspect it’s actually his, isn’t it?”

      Tobias snorted. “Both. We both love lamb. It’s the closest thing to falz on Earth.”

      “Falz?”

      “Falz are a type of mammal in Paragon, like a giant guinea pig with tusks. The meat is delicious.”

      “Well, the lamb is the perfect temperature, so if you want your falz alternative, you should come now. Also, this is the first time I’ve cooked a major dinner on my own, so if you don’t come down and pretend to enjoy it, I’m going to have to stick my foot up your dragon ass.”

      He cracked a smile. “Then I guess I better come down. Give me a minute to freshen up.”

      Raven disappeared. He retreated to his bathroom. Fuck, Gabriel was a lucky bastard. Only now did he realize the magnitude of his brother’s mating. Raven had given herself to him, for life. Their upcoming human marriage was nothing compared to the bond they shared between their souls. She was his. So in love with him she would die to give him his young. What did Gabriel have that Tobias didn’t to deserve a woman like that?

      Sabrina had said she was his, but it was all a lie. She was no one’s but her coven’s.

      Feeling wretched, he descended the stairs to find Gabriel lighting two white tapered candles on the dining room table.

      “Raven said you’d been sleeping. Are you well, brother?”

      Tobias took a seat at the head of the table. “I’m here.”

      Raven appeared with a bowl of potatoes. “His heart is broken.”

      Tobias did a double take. “Can we not talk about this?”

      “Sabrina’s smell is still on you, you’ve been sleeping all afternoon, and you look like someone kneed you in the balls.” Gabriel picked up the knife and fork that rested next to the leg of lamb and started carving. “It wouldn’t take a psychology professor to draw a few conclusions.”

      Tobias’s mouth gaped uselessly.

      Gabriel loaded his plate with a slab of bright red lamb. “It’s been a long day full of surprises. Have something to eat. You’ll feel better.”

      Sawing off a corner of the lamb Gabriel had dropped in front of him, Tobias popped it in his mouth. It was delicious, and another pang of jealousy struck him along with a heavy dose of homesickness. He wished for the easy days of his youth when his family would gather around the dining table in the Obsidian Palace after a long day of training. The biggest problem any of them had in those days had to do with the males of the village pursuing their sister Rowan a bit too aggressively. He’d been delinquent back then, never caring to finish his studies or practice his weaponry. He’d left the heavy lifting of royal responsibilities to Marius and Gabriel. Maybe that was why he’d overcompensated with his education here.

      “I asked her to be mine,” he said around a bite of potatoes. The confession spilled out of his mouth and his chest instantly felt lighter upon sharing it. There was a clank as Gabriel released his fork and it clattered against his plate. Their eyes met. Tobias answered his unasked question. “She said she was. She lied.”

      There was a collective gasp from the couple, and Raven lowered her fork. Their pity dropped on him like a wet blanket.

      “That’s a big step, Tobias. How long have you known her?” Gabriel asked pointedly.

      Tobias leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. “How long had you known Raven? I seem to recall you mentioning a month? What was it you said about loving her the moment you saw her?”

      Gabriel locked eyes with his brother.

      “You love her,” Raven said. “Love doesn’t keep a timeline.”

      “I wouldn’t have asked her to be mine if I didn’t. I have worked with her for close to three years, although I only recently discovered she was a vampire. Maybe I never really knew her at all until then.”

      Gabriel’s hand landed on Raven’s arm, and Tobias watched something pass between them without a word spoken.

      “Please excuse me.” Raven left the dining room in the direction of the bathroom.

      “Vampires have never been known for their love of dragons.” Gabriel threaded his fingers together on the table. “There’s a history of violence. Are you sure we’re safe staying here?”

      Tobias scratched along his jawline. He’d forgotten to shave that morning, and new growth caught on his fingernails. “That was thousands of years ago. In Paragon. Before we were born. It’s practically folklore. Paragon has been at peace with the vampires of Nochtbend for generations.”

      “How many dragon-and-vampire couples did you know in Paragon?”

      “None,” Tobias said. “But as you are so fond of saying, brother, we’re not in Paragon.”

      “This is different. This is nature. Dragons create fire. Vampires are prone to burning. They fear us, Tobias. You know as well as I do that a vampire’s will is dominated by the needs of their coven. They never act alone and rarely take a mate outside their societal group.”

      Tobias stared down at his half-eaten lamb. Despite the delicious meal, he’d lost his appetite. “Shut the fuck up.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Gabriel, shut. The. Fuck. Up. You mated a witch and broke Paragonian law. You’re having a forbidden baby. You have no right telling me who I can and cannot mate.”

      “I was only—”

      “No. Shut it.” He scoffed and pointed at his mouth. “I have all my teeth, brother. Never bound myself to anyone. I haven’t even taken an oread into my service, even when two attempted to follow me here from Crete. Do you know why?”

      “Enlighten me.” Gabriel looked genuinely perplexed.

      “We are refugees, Gabriel. We are ghosts of another time and another world. Look what happened to you. A witch cursed your ring and almost killed you and everyone you’ve ever bound to you. You came within a fraction of an inch of bringing about the end of Raven and those two innocent employees at Blakemore’s. I’ve been here hundreds of years, denying myself any real connections, living as a human, surviving alone. Don’t tell me who to love. Don’t tell me who I can or cannot mate. You don’t get to be a hypocrite. Not with me.”

      Gabriel returned to cutting his lamb. “Fair enough. I was only trying to be comforting.”

      Tobias glared at him incredulously until he couldn’t help but laugh.

      “What?” Gabriel asked.

      “You are terrible at giving comfort. A complete failure. If I am ever bleeding from an open wound, please do not try to comfort me.”

      “Hmm. I mean no offense. You have come to accept Raven. I would do the same for you if…”

      “If there was anything to accept.” Tobias rested his head on his fist. “Again, not comforting. Maybe you’re right about dragons and vampires though. Sabrina suggested we all leave the city.”

      “What did you tell her?”

      “I told her we weren’t leaving. Where would we go? You said New Orleans isn’t safe.”

      Gabriel returned to his lamb, his expression growing impassive. He did not make eye contact as he said, “If Sabrina does not appreciate the male she had in you, she is unworthy of you.”

      For some reason, in that moment, Tobias thought of Killian, their father. He watched Gabriel eat his meal in silence.

      “Why are you staring at me?”

      Tobias took a sip of his wine. “That last thing you said. It was comforting.”

      Gabriel shrugged.

      Tobias sighed. For as strange a day as it had been, he had to admit he was glad his brother was here. Family was a feeling he’d lived without for far too long. It was a closeness he hadn’t felt in a long time. A closeness he needed.

      Raven returned to the table and folded her napkin in her lap. “I hope you two worked things out.”

      “My brother doesn’t deserve you,” Tobias said.

      Gabriel recoiled, baring his teeth.

      Raven winked. “Meh. True, but I took pity on him. We all have our crosses to bear.”
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      Sabrina charged into the tunnels, her blood pumping in her veins. She should have been exhausted. After a night of lovemaking with Tobias and a long day that had ended with her visit to Madam Chloe, she was overdue for some serious R & R. But this thing with Tristan had gone too far. She’d always known he was an asshole, but she’d underestimated how murderous his intentions were. Tristan had known she’d been stabbed, and if Chloe was to be believed, he’d expected her to be dead. He’d expected it because he’d arranged it.

      “Hi, Paul. Is my father awake?”

      The jovial human nodded and reached for the door. “He’s practicing. Feel free to wait inside. He’s expecting you.”

      He opened the door for her, and she entered her father’s well-appointed great room, the sound of the grand piano filling the underground space. He was playing Beethoven, Moonlight Sonata, and she paused to listen, not wanting to disturb his practice. Even so, he noticed her and smiled, his timeless beauty making it hard to believe he was hundreds of years old. Effortlessly, he transitioned into a rendition of Vivaldi’s Storm. He knew it was her favorite.

      When he finished, she clapped and whooped just like she used to when she was a child. “Perfect as always.”

      He stood and spread his arms, inviting a hug. “Because I practice, my child.”

      She wrapped her arms around him and placed a tender kiss on his cheek. “And because you were born with perfect pitch.”

      He bowed slightly. “Now, what did you want to talk to me about? Your text said it was urgent.”

      “It’s Tristan. He tried to have me killed.”

      Her father withdrew, his lips peeling back from his teeth. “What do you mean, killed?”

      “There is something I haven’t told you. Three weeks ago, I was stabbed in the chest.”

      Her father shrugged. “Stab wounds heal, darling. Was it vampire play?”

      She shook her head. Vampires were naturally violent. A stabbing that did not result in death would be seen as play or a test. Her father might defend her from either, but it wouldn’t accomplish what she’d come for. She needed to neutralize Tristan.

      “This wasn’t play and it wasn’t a test,” she said. “There was a necrotic agent on the blade. Keetridge Solution. If I were one hundred percent vampire, I would be dead.”

      “Keetridge Solution?” Her father scowled. “I thought we had eradicated every source of the substance besides our own.”

      “I have reason to believe that if you check our stores, you will find some missing.”

      “That’s impossible. Are you sure—”

      “I was able to compel a doctor at the hospital to care for me. He extracted the substance and Madam Chloe tested it for me. She told me what it was.”

      “And it was Tristan who stabbed you?”

      She shook her head. “No. It was a werewolf. The last of the Racine pack.”

      He hissed. “Sabrina, why did you not bring this to me? Did you kill the beast?”

      “I wanted to handle it myself, both to prove to myself that I could and to get revenge for the pain it caused me. But I haven’t been able to find the werewolf.”

      The savage growl that tore from her father made her skin prickle as if it wanted to flee from her body. She’d known he’d be unhappy with her about this part, but it was necessary. She couldn’t thwart Tristan if her father didn’t believe every word she said was the truth. No doubt Tristan was counting on her fear to keep her silent.

      “We need a tracking team on this immediately. Do you have anything with his scent?”

      She shook her head. “He took the dagger with him.”

      “Fucking werewolves.”

      “But Father, about Tristan…”

      “Mmm, yes. What does he have to do with any of this?”

      “That’s why I came to you now. Madam Chloe told me that Tristan stopped in to her shop this week and accused her of helping me survive.  He’d expected me to be dead, Father, and was disappointed when I wasn’t. He knew I’d been stabbed with Keetridge Solution. I was cured by humans in a home where Tristan cannot enter. The only way he could have known I was in mortal danger was if he’d arranged it.”

      Her father’s teeth clenched, and a vein in his neck bulged with his anger. “Tristan has access to our stores.”

      “Yes. There’s something more. The day after, when I returned home, Tristan had ransacked my apartment. I caught him leaving the scene. He threatened me.”

      “And still you did not bring this to me.”

      She sighed through her nose. “Father, I can handle Tristan if it is just Tristan. I’ve been doing it for years. He’s had me followed and tried to subvert my position in the coven more times than I can count. Only today did I learn he was involved in the stabbing. I came to you because after what Madam Chloe told me, I now realize that Tristan must have had a relationship with the werewolf and provided him with the Keetridge Solution that coated the dagger I was stabbed with. If I handle this on my own, it will mean knocking Tristan’s head off.”

      Her father became eerily still. “A relationship between Tristan and a Racine werewolf is unlikely to be newly founded.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “My thoughts exactly. Not to mention, stealing Keetridge Solution is treason. Do I have your permission to take him out?”

      Her father paced to his bar and poured himself a glass of blood. “If it were any vampire besides Tristan, my answer would be yes.”

      “But?”

      “But Tristan is one of the oldest and most respected vampires in Chicago. He was here before I was, Sabrina, and is powerfully connected. He’s respected among the old ones. If we don’t have proof of his murderous intentions, the coven could turn on you before your coronation. I’m afraid the others are not going to take the word of a witch.”

      “So I can do nothing?”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Leave it to me. Tell no one of this. I will take care of Tristan.”

      “Soon, I hope. My coronation is in a matter of days. If his goal, as I suspect, is to take me out of the equation in the hopes you will name him as my replacement, he’s going to increase his efforts.”

      He kissed her on the forehead. “Trust me. Have I ever failed you?”

      “I do trust you. And no.”

      “Good. Now, would you like to stay here tonight? Paul will keep you safe.”

      “As tempting as that sounds, I still have a few boxes to pack. Plus I want to start checking in with the club owners this week, make sure they’re on board with my transition. I’m not going to let a vampire like Tristan bully me into doing anything I wouldn’t ordinarily do.”

      “Thatta girl.”

      “Thank you, Daddy. I know I can count on you.”

      Secretly rejoicing, she let him walk her to the door. Her success was written all over Calvin’s face. Tristan had no idea what he was in for.
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      “Thank you for coming with me. Gabriel said if he eats one more hot dish he’s going to burst into flames,” Raven said.

      Tobias watched her shovel in another mouthful of pho. She’d covered the stuff in sriracha sauce, and he swore her ears would start smoking any minute, but he smiled and nodded. Dragon pregnancies made the blood hot. What she’d discovered made sense. By eating super spicy food, she was probably causing her body to release endorphins, counteracting the negative effects of her raging hormones. If it worked, who was he to argue?

      “It’s normal,” he said. “If you were a dragon, you’d spit fire. Let’s hope that’s not the case with you.”

      She stopped eating and gave him a hard look. “Please tell me you’re kidding.”

      Tobias couldn’t hold it in anymore. He laughed openly. “I’m joking. Dragons breathe fire, but it has nothing to do with being pregnant.”

      She smacked him upside the shoulder. “Damn it, Tobias. I was about to start researching antacid spells.”

      “Sorry.” He forced the corners of his mouth down. Truth be told, he loved teasing Raven. She was good-humored and easy to make laugh when she wasn’t pregnancy-raging. She reminded him of his sister, Rowan, in that way. Tobias needed more laughter in his life, especially now that Sabrina was gone. It had been two full days since she’d vamoosed from his office, and he hadn’t seen or heard from her since.

      “Can I ask you a serious question?” Raven set down her chopsticks.

      “Of course.”

      “How long is the usual gestation?”

      “A year. Six months inside and six months outside. I’m guessing that due to your human anatomy, it will be different.”

      “Different how?”

      “Mother Nature is funny. She adapts and evolves. I’m pretty sure a human-dragon hybrid will still have a year gestation, but I’m guessing your smaller size will shorten the number of months you carry the young internally. There’s no way to know for sure until it happens.”

      She scraped her thumbnail against her bottom lip. “More and more since Gabriel awakened this thing in me, this magic, I feel like every day is unpredictable. I used to be a planner. I did well in school, didn’t procrastinate, ever. Now, there’s no planning. I just roll with the punches.”

      “Does that upset you?”

      “It upsets my sister. Avery has been trying to plan a wedding for me that I sometimes think will never happen.”

      “It will happen, Raven. You’ll have your wedding, one way or another.”

      She gave him a genuine smile. “You’re not so bad, Tobias, you know that? No matter what Gabriel says.”

      He did a double take. Raven broke into raucous laughter.

      “Are you going to finish that?” she asked, pointing at his bowl.

      “No.” Tobias had eaten a late lunch and wasn’t actually hungry. He’d only come to give his brother a break. He sensed Gabriel needed time to process Raven’s pregnancy and gather his thoughts in a place where he didn’t have to worry about her reaction to them.

      “Let’s get out of here,” she said.

      He paid the bill and ushered Raven out of the restaurant and toward his car. It had been warm that day for the month of March, in the low fifties. Now that the sun had set, he pulled his wool coat tighter around him. Still, all the snow had melted, and for once he didn’t mind walking the distance to the parking garage.

      Raven paused. “Do you smell that?”

      “No. What do you smell?”

      “Like something’s burning. And something else. Ozone.” She held the back of her hand to her nose.

      Tobias didn’t smell anything, but he heard what sounded like a glass bottle rolling across concrete. He looked down to find a small blue orb. “That’s strange. That looks like—”

      A flash of blue light knocked him off his feet. His wings bumped against the inside of his coat as his body instinctively tried to steady itself, but the garment wasn’t built for his kind and he fell to the sidewalk, Raven on top of him. Branches of white lightning exploded above them, drawing his breath from his lungs and sending hot energy coursing through his veins.

      “It’s… it’s… Paragon.” Raven rolled off him and crab-walked away from the light show above them, but she didn’t get far. Her muscles were as useless as his, wracked with spasms from the Paragonian grenade. The magic attacked the nervous system, made it impossible to do anything but breathe. He heard Raven sobbing. The baby. What was this doing to the baby?

      A hulking, figure stepped into view, face hidden in shadow behind the flashing lights. Helplessly immobile, Tobias watched as the man approached.

      Scoria.

      The Obsidian Guard loomed dark and merciless above him, the jeweled embroidery of his black-and-red uniform reflected in the dying light. The apparel didn’t blend in at all with human clothing, but then Scoria wouldn’t have used a Paragonian grenade if he was interested in blending in.

      The guardsman drew his dagger. “Hello Tobias. I have you at last.”
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      Boss Miller was a longtime friend to the vampires of Chicago. He’d allowed his uptown bar to be used as a safe place for monitored feeding on human guests since he’d bought the place in 1985. In exchange for a small fee, he kept the humans calm and the vampires from killing anyone. There hadn’t been an incident in decades.

      Sabrina handed him the envelope she’d prepared. “So then I can expect you to continue acting as a friend to my coven after my coronation?”

      He tucked the envelope into his jacket. “Why spoil a good thing?” Miller’s voice was as gruff as a bear’s. The curtain of his beard parted to reveal a flash of white teeth.

      Sabrina was still shaking his hand when a commotion at the front of the bar reached her ears. When she asked what was going on, Boss Miller shook his head, unable to hear it. She led the way toward the front of the bar where a big picture window was packed with patrons.

      “What’s happening?” she demanded.

      A human woman turned toward her and said in a voice laced with more excitement than fear, “Some guy is mugging a couple. They’re on the sidewalk. I don’t think they can move. Maybe they broke something.”

      Sabrina moved into action, threading her way through the crowd to the front door. No one was getting mugged in front of Boss Miller’s place on her watch. Not today, Satan.

      Two sets of legs, one male and one female, lay sprawled on the concrete, pointed at a man who was big enough to be a Chicago Bears linebacker.

      “This isn’t the place for you,” she said in her deepest, most serious voice. “You don’t want to do that here.”

      The man turned and Sabrina’s fangs dropped. He had the mark Tobias had shown her, two dark crescent shapes in the space between his right eye and his temple. And his hand, which was holding a sinister-looking dagger, wore a ring with a cat’s-eye stone in a setting similar to Tobias’s. This was a dragon!

      She growled a warning. The man raised the dagger and shifted his weight toward the victims. Tobias and Raven! Why weren’t they moving? Sabrina saw their faces clearly now and the rage already coursing through her veins took on a new, sharper edge.

      Mine.

      In a flash, she was on the attacker. Her hand caught his wrist before he could sink the knife into Tobias’s chest. Clinging to him like a monkey, she tore into his throat and tried not to swallow the blood that rushed into her mouth. This was dragon blood. Pure ambrosia, but it would knock her on her ass if she had too much. She’d learned that from Tobias.

      The knife nipped her shoulder, and she growled and pushed and kicked and tore. Blood sprayed across the sidewalk. A whistle like a baseball bat singing through the air engaged her vampire instincts. She flung herself off the man in time to watch the heavy bottle Boss Miller had swung connect with the dragon’s temple. The glass shattered, shards raining to the pavement and mixing with the blood. It was enough. Apparently even dragons succumbed to head injuries. He toppled to the pavement.

      “Mess with my girl again, fucker.” Boss Miller delivered a kick to the man’s ribs.

      Tobias sat up and rubbed the back of his head, then scrambled to Raven’s side to assess her condition. She was still stunned which was to be expected, but her vitals were normal.

      “Are you okay?” Sabrina asked.

      His jaw clenched. “Sabrina… Yeah. Thanks for the help. I bet you were tempted to let nature take its course.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Just that it might have been more convenient for you if you’d let him stab us.”

      She glared at him and shook her head.  “If you believe that, you don’t know me at all.”

      “It would help if you’d return my calls.”

      “Not now, Tobias. And definitely not here.” She frowned.

      “Fine.”

      Sabrina pointed her chin toward Raven. “What’s wrong with her? Why isn’t she moving?”

      “Paragonian grenade. The magic has a debilitating effect on the nerves. Looks like the paralysis lingers when the device is used on humans and witches.”

      “Fucker.” Sabrina growled at the dark man heaped at her feet. “Is she going to be okay?”

      Tobias nodded. “It’s already wearing off.”

      “I gotta clean this up, Sabrina,” Boss Miller interrupted. “It’s bad for business.”

      “I’ll send two of my people to help.” She texted a couple of vampires she knew would be in the area, then looked at Tobias. “Do you need help getting Raven back to your place?”

      “No, but any way you can help me get Scoria to the car before you ghost again?” The words left Tobias’s mouth like he regretted every one, as if it burned his tongue to ask her for help. But Sabrina could see he had no choice. He couldn’t carry both of them, and leaving the bloodied man on the sidewalk wasn’t acceptable.

      “His name is Scoria?” She frowned. “You know this guy?”

      Tobias gave her a curt nod.

      “I’ll meet you at your house.”

      Sabrina exchanged a knowing look with Boss Miller, who’d already set the two vamps she’d called to work with mops and buckets. She reached down and grabbed Scoria by the shoulders.

      Tobias began to protest. “No, Sabrina, I—”

      But she was gone. She’d dematerialized before he could finish, landing in the center of Tobias’s living room with the dragon in tow. Damn, he was heavy. As soon as she formed again, she flipped him facedown on the carpet and gathered his hands behind his back. Scoria was still unconscious, but he wouldn’t be for long. He was twice her size, but even a dragon’s wrist could snap under the right amount of pressure. She placed a knee in the center of the guardsman’s spine and adjusted her grip.

      An orange calico cat ran into the room and hissed at her, the hair on its back rising toward the ceiling. Sabrina hissed back.

      Gabriel rushed in after it, his presence like a dark menace. Damn, Tobias’s brother was intimidating as hell. His gaze floated from her to Scoria as his lips peeled back from his teeth on a growl that she wasn’t sure was meant for her or the dragon.

      “He tried to kill Raven and your brother.”

      “Raven? Where is she?” Gabriel paced toward the door, drawing his phone from his pocket. His fingers flew across the keyboard.

      “Relax. She’s with Tobias. They’re on their way here.”

      A ding sounded. No doubt Raven responding to the frantic text. The tightness in Gabriel’s shoulders eased somewhat.

      “I need rope or wire, something to bind him,” she said. “If he wakes, I’m not sure I can hold him. He’s not going to stay under for long.”

      “He’s a member of the Obsidian Guard from Paragon. The best of our warriors. I’m surprised you knocked him out at all.” Gabriel ran a hand through his hair.

      “I tore half his throat out. Unfortunately, it’s already healed. This guy is tough.”

      “The toughest.” Gabriel moved to her side to get a better look. The cloying scent of burnt cinnamon and old books struck her. Repulsive. The guy seriously needed a shower.

      She sneezed and rubbed her nose. “Did you fall in something?”

      “Hmm?”

      “The smell.” She turned her head to the side. “I don’t mean to be rude, but you stink.”

      He gave her a withering look. “I’ll find you something to use on him.”

      “What was that look for? I’m just being honest. It’s not my fault you smell,” she called after him.

      She heard him rummaging in the kitchen drawers. Her fangs ached. She concentrated on retracting them, but it wasn’t working. She was hungry. The effort it had taken to subdue Scoria and transport him here had drained her energy, and she’d had to spit out his dragon blood. Her stomach cramped.

      Gabriel returned with a fistful of zip ties. “I presume these will do.”

      “Perfect.” Sabrina hoisted the guardsman into a heavy wooden chair that reminded her of something that belonged in a basilica. Last time she was here she’d only seen Tobias’s bedroom. The man had interesting taste. Eclectic. The orange cat leaped from behind her, hissed, and swiped at the guardsman, then ran off like a holy terror.

      “That thing’s a menace,” she said.

      He chuckled. “Try telling that to Raven.”

      Holding the man in place with her elbow, Sabrina made short work of binding his wrists and ankles to the sturdy chair frame as her father had taught her. Too tight and it would cut off circulation. Too loose and desperate prisoners would break their own thumbs to get free. She admired her handiwork. The guy wasn’t getting out of this without help.

      Once he was secured, she moved to the nearest window and closed the drapes.

      “What are you doing?” Gabriel asked.

      “This place is a fishbowl. Anyone can see in with these open. Trust me, you don’t want that. We’ll have the Chicago PD at our door in a heartbeat. There’s too much blood on his clothes, and I’m willing to guess once we start questioning him, there’s going to be more.”

      Scoria’s head rolled on his shoulders. They had a few minutes before things got interesting.

      Sabrina addressed Gabriel again. “Seriously, what’s with the smell?”

      The man’s eyes shifted to the side. “My scent never bothered you before?”

      She shook her head. “You didn’t smell before. I’m telling you, you stepped in something.”

      Gabriel nodded. Was he blushing? “I think this is something you need to talk to Tobias about.”

      “Who is this Scoria guy, and why is he in our territory?” Sabrina was growing more concerned by the minute with the way the dragons were multiplying in Chicago.

      Gabriel focused on her with such intensity she had to take a step back. “Where is my brother?”

      “I told you, he’s on his way here. He had to drive Raven. I can only dematerialize with one person. It was pretty important I get this guy off the sidewalk.”

      His eyes widened. “He attacked you in public?”

      “Not me. Them.” Sabrina sighed. “He had Tobias and Raven on the ground and was ready to stab them out of existence when I took him down with the help of a friend of the coven.”

      “By the Mountain,” Gabriel cursed, holding his head. “Humans could have been hurt. They definitely could have seen.”

      “That didn’t seem to be a concern to this guy. We’ll wipe the memories of anyone who might have seen anything. Don’t worry about that.” Sabrina planted her hands on her hips. “Are there more dragons coming to Chicago? What do you know about this?”

      “Relax, vampire. We are not invading your territory. This is a member of the Obsidian Guard from our home realm of Paragon. He was sent to kill us over a… private matter.”

      She hissed. “Gabriel, that private matter was made public today. Blood was spilled in front of hungry vampires. If anyone aside from me tasted that blood, you better believe we’ll have a problem. Your blood definitely does not taste human, and shifters are not allowed in vampire territory.”

      An angry growl tore through the room. “Put your fangs away. You don’t want to fight me, Sabrina. I’m not as nice as I let on.” He was crouched, his dark eyes burning. Nothing about him looked nice. Nothing about him looked anything but deadly.

      She covered her mouth with her hand. “I can’t. It took energy to get him here, and I haven’t fed. They won’t retract until I feed.”

      “You need blood.”

      “Human blood. Dragon blood is intoxicating to my kind.”

      Gabriel scowled.

      “Normally I can feed off energy too, but….” She shook her head. It would be far too awkward to feed on Gabriel.

      Gabriel spread his hands and narrowed his eyes. “Sorry, only dragon blood here, and I’d prefer to keep it in my veins. If you’d like to go, though, I can handle this from here.”

      “No way. I’m not going anywhere. I need to know what’s going on and if I need to get the coven involved.”

      A groan came from the direction of the chair. The guardsman roused, head bobbing and fingers twitching.

      Gabriel growled. “He’s coming to.”

      As the dragon blinked awake, Sabrina sagged, her stomach clenching again from hunger. This was not how the night was supposed to go. This was a disaster. Vampires had seen Scoria, and he did not look human. This, all of this, might be too much to hide and too much to forget. Not to mention the protective instinct that had flooded her when she’d seen Tobias on the ground. That was not something she could cast aside.

      There was a thud from the direction of the kitchen and then the sound of the door slamming. Tobias staggered in with Raven at his side. The witch was walking but pale. Dark circles had formed under her eyes. Gabriel rushed to her and caught her in his arms.

      “You’re just in time,” Sabrina said around her still-extended fangs. “Our friend is waking up. I’m sure you’ll have questions for him and answers for me about why he is in my coven’s territory.”

      Tobias glanced between her and Scoria, taking in his bindings. “You did this?”

      “Of course I did. He tried to kill you.”

      “Thanks.”

      His roasted-almond scent met her nose and she inhaled deeply. Maybe it was because she was hungry, but he smelled exceptionally delicious. Her entire torso warmed with the delectable bouquet.

      Scoria struggled against his bindings, then scanned the room, his eyes falling on Gabriel, Raven, and Tobias before narrowing into thin slits. He said something in a loud clear voice, in a language Sabrina did not know.

      “What’s he saying?” she asked.

      Gabriel answered. “He says Her Majesty Eleanor, Empress of Paragon, demands the presence of the Treasure of Paragon in her throne room immediately.”

      “Fuck that,” Raven spat out, shaking her head.

      “What’s the Treasure of Paragon?” Sabrina asked.

      Tobias looked at Gabriel for a long moment and then back at Sabrina. “The Treasure of Paragon is… me. Well, us. It’s what our people called my siblings and me. I told you I came from the kingdom of Paragon. We, my siblings and I, are the heirs to the throne.”
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      Tobias had never thought he’d see a member of the Obsidian Guard again, especially not here in Chicago. The elite soldiers were one part of Paragon he didn’t miss. They served one purpose and one purpose only—to kill the enemies of the Paragonian crown. In his youth, Tobias had thought of them as humans might think of Navy SEALs, like honorable heroes. Now he understood that what the Guard did wasn’t honorable; it was espionage. Scoria was an assassin.

      “An heir… You’re a prince?” Sabrina’s dagger-filled gaze fell on him.

      “Yes. I told you as much.”

      “You told me no such thing. And if you’re an heir, doesn’t that mean the empress is…? I thought you said your mother was dead?”

      “I thought she was.” Tobias balked. He hadn’t meant to keep his royalty a secret per se, but had he mentioned it explicitly? “I told you I grew up in a palace.”

      Her mouth gaped, her fangs flashing. “You may have mentioned a shiny floor in a palace when you were a kid, but you failed to say it was your palace.”

      As much as he hated to see her angry, they’d both had their secrets. She couldn’t blame him for not revealing every detail about his past in the short time they’d been together. “Can we talk about this another time?”

      The tension broke when the guardsman started to laugh. He muttered an insult in Paragonian. Tobias rolled his eyes.

      “What did he just say?” Sabrina asked.

      Tobias sighed. “The closest expression in English…”

      “Tell me.”

      “Pussy whipped. He called me an owned man.” Tobias turned to Raven, ignoring the way Sabrina’s bottom jaw dropped. “Are you capable of making a truth serum that will work on a dragon?”

      He hated to ask her to do anything more. The Paragonian grenade had affected her far more than it had him. She looked exhausted.

      The witch rubbed a hand over her lips. “I think so. I mean, I’ve never tried it before, but my instincts tell me I can.”

      Gabriel held her against his chest. “Are you sure you’re strong enough?”

      “Yes,” she said. “I can do this.”

      “What do you need?” Tobias asked.

      She tightened her black ponytail. “Candles… I have some in my things, but I need more. As many as you can find. Lemon. Salt. A bowl of water. Oh, and some fresh sage.” She walked over to the guardsman and yanked one wavy dark hair from his head, holding it between her thumb and forefinger, pinky raised in disgust.

      “I’ll find candles. Everything else is in the kitchen,” Tobias said.

      “Gabriel, get my other candles from my things,” Raven said. He nodded to her and disappeared up the stairs.

      “Someone needs to stay here and watch this guy,” Tobias said.

      Sabrina wrapped her hand around her opposite fist. “I’m still standing here.”

      “This isn’t your problem. We’ve imposed on you enough already.”

      Sabrina lowered her voice. “Let me save you a lot of time, Your Majesty. I’m not going to leave here until I see that witch perform her spell and I know the truth about why this guy is here. Go get the candles. I won’t let him out of my sight.”

      Tobias looked at her—really looked at her—and it was like he was seeing her for the first time. The expression on her face was absolutely deadly. She hadn’t flinched when she’d brought Scoria down. The way she’d bound him to that chair, it was like she’d been trained to do it. And of course she had, hadn’t she? She was her father’s daughter.

      Sabrina had been telling him as much this entire time. Fully human, fully vampire. With her fangs dropped and her fist twisting in her palm, anything that was left of her human mask was gone. She looked at their prisoner like she was ready to bloody him. Sabrina was part of the Chicago vampire coven, a coven that she’d said was behind everything that happened in the city. The vampire mob, Tobias thought. This is not the first time she’s bound someone to a chair.

      At that moment, she was violently beautiful. And he realized that he loved both sides of her. Yes, he loved her. He loved the gentle human healer who preferred to feed on energy rather than blood, and he loved the vampire who’d saved his life tonight and would rip Scoria apart to protect anyone in this household. And as painful as it was that she had put her coven before him and their relationship, he also respected her strength and loyalty. When she looked at him, as she was looking at him now, her stare cutting through to his soul, he only wished that the feeling was mutual.

      “Tobias, where’s the salt?” Raven called from the kitchen.

      Tobias tore himself away from staring at Sabrina and marched into the kitchen where he retrieved a round blue carton from the pantry and handed it to Raven.

      “This has to work,” he mumbled. “We need to know the truth about why Brynhoff sent Scoria. The dagger he almost landed in our chests doesn’t mesh with his formal invitation to the throne room.”

      “Why would you think Brynhoff is behind this? The guardsman only mentioned Eleanor.” Raven turned on the water and started filling a glass pitcher.

      He scratched the back of his head. “It doesn’t sound like her. He’s pulling the strings. I know it.”

      Raven’s expression remained carefully blank. He didn’t like the pity he saw veiled in her expression. She thought he was in denial. She was wrong. Raven didn’t know his mother the way he did. She didn’t know anything about Paragon.

      She mumbled something as she poured the cold water through her spread fingers to mix with the salt, lemon, and sage already in the bowl. When the last drop broke the surface, the water sparked. She dropped in Scoria’s hair and a cloud of silver poofed toward the ceiling before settling back into the bowl to form a smooth, glassy surface.

      “So… how does this work? You make him drink that and he has to tell the truth?”

      “Not exactly. He doesn’t drink it. We soak his feet in it.”

      “Great. He tries to kill us and we give him a pedicure.”

      Raven flashed a half smile. Damn, she was pale. He wished he could tell her to go lie down, but they needed her help.

      She tightened her ponytail again and shook her arms like she was loosening up. “It will make it extremely uncomfortable for him not to answer our questions. If he tries to lie, we’ll know.”

      Tobias dug a box of candles out of the storage area above the fridge and shook them to get her attention. “How exactly will we know?”

      “It’ll be easier to show you.” She gestured toward the living room. “Oh, Tobias, before we go in there…”

      “Yeah?”

      “What Sabrina said to us about leaving Chicago… I get it now. I thought it was territorial. I took it as a threat. I thought she was bullying us on behalf of her coven. That’s not what it is at all. She’s asking us to leave because she loves you. She risked her life tonight to save you.” Raven’s eyes met his.

      “She helped us out of obligation. She’s made it clear she doesn’t want to see me anymore. I couldn’t even get her to answer my texts yesterday.” He rubbed the ache that had started in his chest.

      Raven didn’t say a word, just lifted the bowl and rounded the kitchen island to return to the living room.

      Gabriel had already set up a ring of candles around Scoria. Tobias handed him the additional candles, and he made short work of a second ring.

      “That’s perfect,” Raven said. “I need his shoes off.”

      Gabriel held the guardsman’s struggling legs and popped off his boots. Raven slid the bowl in place and plunged his feet in. Tobias thought for sure that Scoria would kick the bowl over, but Raven settled that with a snap of her fingers.

      “Fotiá,” she said. The candles blazed to life, the flames stretching toward the ceiling until Tobias was legitimately concerned for his paneling. Heat blasted through the room. He darted a worried glance toward Raven, who raised a placating hand. The flames shrank to a normal, flickering burn. The guardsman stilled, his eyes wide. Raven stood and backed out of the circle.

      “Goddess, I shouldn’t have pissed her off,” Sabrina mumbled beside him.

      “He’s ready now,” Raven said. “Ask quickly. The spell will only last as long as the water does.”

      Tobias eyed the bowl. Why the rush? It would take days for that amount of water to evaporate.

      Gabriel didn’t hesitate. “Who sent you?”

      “Eleanor, the Empress of Paragon,” Scoria said immediately.

      “If the empress was requesting our presence, why did you try to kill me?” Tobias asked.

      The man didn’t answer. He started shifting in the chair, then grimaced, desperately attempting to pull his feet from the water. But Raven’s spell locked him in place, almost as if his feet were frozen into the water.

      “Feel that?” Raven said to Scoria. “That’s every one of your cells becoming an overfilled balloon. One by one, they will burst, causing you an increasing and intolerable level of pain until you answer us.”

      “Fuck you!” Scoria yelled. “I don’t have to tell you anything.” Then he screamed, loud and high-pitched.

      “That’s a lie,” Raven said. “Lie to us and you’ll burn from the inside. I warn you, even dragons aren’t immune to this heat.”

      “How is he speaking English?” Gabriel asked.

      “Translation spell,” Raven said. “Ask again, Tobias.”

      “Why did you try to kill me?”

      The guardsman squirmed.

      “Answer him!” Raven fisted the air in front of his face. “Answer him or I will make you hurt in ways you never imagined.”

      Scoria growled and bared his teeth. “Because your mother wants you returned to Paragon, dead or alive!”

      Tobias’s entire body stiffened. No. This wasn’t right. This couldn’t be. “Just me or all my siblings?”

      Scoria groaned before answering. “I have been ordered to return all eight of your hearts to the empress, beating or not.”

      Before Tobias could react, Sabrina leaped in front of him, hissing and baring her fangs. The rest of them covered their ears at the sound. She pointed a finger at the space between Scoria’s third and fourth ribs. When she spoke to the guardsman again, it was in a voice as dark and rough as the inner mountain.

      “Try it and it will be your heart in my hands after I tear it from your chest.”
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      Everything stopped for Tobias the moment Sabrina lunged at Scoria. In that moment, she looked feral, all vampire and undeniably menacing. A voice inside Tobias’s head shouted, Mine. There was no other woman like Sabrina. If his feelings for her were strong before, they paled in comparison to his feelings now.

      His hand landed on her waist and he pulled her against his chest. “Easy,” he said, his voice low and soft. He massaged the base of her skull until she met his gaze. Her fangs were still out, painfully extended.

      “Sorry, I don’t know what came over me.” Her cheeks reddened. “I’m drained and hungry.”

      “It’s understandable. Do you need to feed from me?” Her body pressed against his, no room between them.

      Staring at his mouth, she edged the tip of her tongue along her bottom lip. “Maybe, just a little.”

      He bent his head to her, and she leaned in to kiss him. Fangs pressed against his lips, hard and sharp, interrupting the soft heat of the kiss. Different but enough. The energy started to flow, and he didn’t fight it. He would have given her his soul if she’d asked for it. She inhaled deeply, his breath mingling with hers. After what might have been minutes or centuries for all he cared, she drew back, her fangs receding. She stared at him with the strangest look in her eyes. What was she thinking? Did she feel what he was feeling, that there was no way they could stay apart now? Something had changed, shifted. They were bound, more deeply than the moment she’d first said she was his.

      “Thank you,” she said softly.

      Someone coughed, and he realized Gabriel and Raven were still in the room and staring at them like they had just turned a glowing fuchsia pink.

      Raven huffed. “We’re running out of time. One of you needs to ask the next question.”

      Gabriel recognized that Tobias needed a moment and did the honors. “Why now? Why did the empress send you to kill us now?”

      Scoria’s eyes locked on Raven. “Because she is a threat to the crown! When the dark-haired witch came to Paragon in Rowan’s dress, the empress could see you’d thrown the gauntlet down. Her children she could handle, especially considering she’d torn you away from your training before you could become a real threat. But a witch—a witch changed everything. It was clear to her that your next move would be to try to take back your birthright. You are a threat to her power. A threat to the throne.”

      Confused, Tobias demanded an explanation. “What about Brynhoff? Did he direct Eleanor to do this? He must be behind it.”

      Scoria laughed a low and wicked laugh. “Brynhoff? He hasn’t directed anyone to do anything on his own in a very long time. He’s a puppet. Your mother and her fairy witch Aborella hold all the power of the Mountain.”

      Tobias swallowed as cold, hard dread filled him like he was a bucket in a rainstorm. “She wasn’t saving us when she sent us here; she was moving us out of the way.”

      Gabriel drifted closer to him. “Yes, brother. Do you see now?”

      “Tobias, I’m sorry you’re finding out this way,” Raven said. “We tried…”

      It was funny how just a few words could tear someone’s entire personal construct apart. One day he was walking around thinking he’d had a wonderful childhood and was loved by his parents, parents who’d given their lives for him. And the next thing he knew, it was all a lie. He’d been thrown away like old bones.

      His knees gave out and he sat down on the couch, staring at Sabrina’s boots. They were Italian leather. The craftsmanship was lovely. Expensive boots for a nurse. But then she wasn’t a nurse anymore, was she? And wasn’t that a huge indication that his brain was done for the day that he’d prefer to think about her shoes than the life-changing events of the evening.

      “The spell is wearing off. The bowl is almost empty,” Raven said.

      Tobias glanced at Scoria’s feet. It was true. The evaporation rate defied logic, but the water was gone.

      “What should we do with him?” Tobias asked.

      “Kill him,” Gabriel offered, looking every bit serious about the suggestion.

      But Sabrina shook her head, her eyes bright with cunning. “You do that and Empress Eleanor will send a replacement to finish the job. There’s no way she isn’t sitting on her throne waiting for an update from this guy. She might even have him magically tagged so she knows where he is.”

      “You seem to know a lot about the daily life of assassins.” Gabriel’s tone wasn’t complimentary, but Tobias didn’t have a chance to react to his brother’s quip before Sabrina came to her own defense.

      “Yeah, I do,” she said, meeting Gabriel’s stare head-on. “I was raised in a vampire kingdom. I’ve watched my father defend and expand that kingdom since I was old enough to walk. If you two are truly the heirs to this place called Paragon, you’ve got to be smart about this. You can’t just kill this guy.”

      Raven rubbed her eyes, looking more exhausted by the minute. “Then what do you suggest?”

      Sabrina glanced at Tobias before answering. “I suggest you use magic to wipe his memories, then send him back to Paragon to report to Eleanor that he couldn’t find any of you. You’re gone. Plant a false memory to suggest you are either all dead or have left this realm for good. Then hope she believes it.”

      The unflinching eye contact between Sabrina and Gabriel was making Tobias itch, but his brother’s expression gradually softened. He knew that look. It was respect.

      “You are one badass vampire,” Tobias murmured.

      She smiled and curtsied.

      Gabriel paced in front of their prisoner, his hands buried in the pockets of his sport coat. “It’s a good idea, but not enough. Not for Eleanor. We must take it one step further. We should plant something in his brain to make him kill Eleanor if and when he’s close enough to her to do so. Turn her own weapon against her.”

      “Are you suggesting we murder our mother?” Tobias crossed his arms against the ridiculous notion.

      “Yes, before she kills us.” Gabriel raised an eyebrow.

      A tingle crawled up Tobias’s spine. He couldn’t deny what his brother, Raven, and now Scoria had told him about his mother. But he couldn’t accept it either. He wanted an explanation. He wanted to look her in the eyes and have her tell him herself why she had done it. The idea of Scoria killing her before Tobias experienced that closure, before he was totally sure that there wasn’t some sort of reason, some manipulation driving her, unsettled him.

      “And then what? I can get behind sending him back. Killing her means someone else needs to step up and lead Paragon. Do you want that to be Brynhoff? Or are you suggesting it will be you on the throne?”

      “I am the eldest heir.” Gabriel pointed a finger at his chest. “Relax, brother, no one expects anything from you.”

      “No, you never did. You were happy being the warrior, the backup for Marius. Who was I but the wiry and underestimated academic who could barely wield a sword? A sparring partner meant to build your confidence.” Tobias ground his teeth. He was a renowned doctor in the human world. He would not go back to being his family’s punching bag.

      “What is it you want, Tobias? If you don’t want to defend ourselves against Mother, what is your solution?”

      Tobias shook his head. “Send him back with a message that we are dead. Leave her alive to rule Paragon.”

      “And therefore sentence Paragon to her rule. She’s destroying the realm.”

      A growl ripped from Tobias’s throat, and suddenly Sabrina was there, between them, her hand on his chest. He met her gaze, and slowly the anger drained from his body.

      “He’s not the enemy,” she said softly.

      He pointed a finger back at Gabriel. “Do as you must, but know this: if you take back Paragon, you are on your own. I will not be by your side, and I will not be able to stop the backlash when our people learn your mate is a witch.”

      Gabriel’s jaw clenched as he processed Tobias’s statement. He did not break eye contact with him as he said, “Perform the spell, Raven. Wipe his memories and implant a false one. Then we will send Scoria back where he came from.”

      Raven turned to him, both hands resting on her lower belly. The circles under her eyes looked like two dark bruises. “I can’t. Not now. I’m drained. You’ll have to keep him until tomorrow. I need time to rest.”

      “Of course,” Tobias said. “You’ve been through too much tonight already.”

      Gabriel grumbled his agreement.

      Sabrina sighed. “You should lock him in the basement. Make sure you gag him. Once Raven’s spell completely wears off, I have a feeling you’ll have a howler on your hands.”

      “What’s he doing?” Tobias asked.

      Scoria had wrenched his head to the side and was biting a black jewel off the shoulder of his uniform.

      “Stop him. Don’t let him swallow that!” Sabrina said, lunging for the prisoner. She was too late. The dragon swallowed the stone and she swore.

      “What was that?” Tobias asked.

      Beside him, Gabriel cursed. Scoria began to spasm, his eyes rolling back in his head, his body contorting against his bindings. White foam bubbled over his lips. A deep crack came from his chest. Tobias cringed as a malformed and scaly protrusion broke from his torso like an alien in a horror movie and spilled onto the floor where it sizzled against the hardwood.

      Tobias gagged at the smell. That was the male’s dragon, or a piece of it anyway, fried from the inside out. He’d never seen anything so horrific.

      Spreading her hands, Sabrina whirled on Gabriel and Tobias. “Why didn’t you tell me he had a suicide pill on his uniform?”

      “I didn’t know.”

      “How can you not know? Aren’t you from Paragon? Haven’t you ever interrogated someone before?”

      “Wait… Did he poison himself rather than be used as a weapon?” Tobias felt slow on the uptake. This was not his world. He longed to go back to the hospital where there were rules, where life and death were natural occurrences, not political weapons.

      Sabrina grabbed his lower jaw and turned his head to look at her. “I’m sorry, Tobias. I know this isn’t easy for you, but you need to wake up!”
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      On some level, Sabrina was self-aware enough to know that she had crossed a line. She was shaking Tobias by the face. Why not go full Looney Tunes and smack him across the cheek? Instead, she lowered her hand and turned, unflinchingly, toward the prisoner who had died a horrific death and was oozing fluids on the carpet.

      “This is reality, Tobias. This is your reality. I don’t know much about where you come from, but war is war. And you are royalty.” She laughed a little at that. “No wonder you wanted me to shed my responsibilities to my coven. That’s exactly what you did, didn’t you?”

      “That’s not fair, Sabrina. You don’t know how it was.”

      “No. I don’t. But I’m catching on quickly regarding how it is. The empress, your mother, will hear of this. If not immediately, she’ll figure it out when that guardsman doesn’t check in. You need to prepare yourself.” It was rude, in his face, but at the moment she was her father’s daughter. She could almost hear Calvin’s voice when she spoke.

      Tobias said nothing. He glowered at Scoria’s remains, his eyes vacant.

      “We need to hide the body,” she said, feeling annoyed. She hated dealing with this stuff, and she couldn’t call the coven to do it for her. They couldn’t know about Tobias or his brother, and she didn’t even want to think about what would happen if her coven found out about Raven.

      “It will take care of itself,” Tobias said.

      “What?” Sabrina glared at him. Had he lost his mind? Did he think he could leave this mess to rot on his living room floor?

      A creaking sound brought her gaze back around to Scoria, whose body had gone entirely gray. Abruptly, the corpse turned to ash, collapsing into a formless pile of dust on and around the chair.

      Her mouth gaped. “That’s convenient.”

      Tobias rose and left the room, returning with a dustpan and a garbage bag. He started shoveling the ash into the Hefty. To Sabrina’s horror, Raven reached into the remains with her bare hand and retrieved a cat’s-eye jewel larger than her fist.

      “Holy crap, what is that?” Sabrina blurted.

      “His heart.” Raven tossed the stone to Gabriel, who nodded and mumbled something about taking care of it.

      “W-wait,” Sabrina said. “That was the same stone that was in his ring.”

      Raven nodded. “In their human form, their ring is a magical representation of their heart. It cannot be removed without killing the dragon. When they transform, the ring is absorbed and you get that.” She pointed toward the ostrich-egg-sized stone in Gabriel’s hand.

      “The anatomy lesson is great,” Tobias said. “But can we talk about what Sabrina said? When Scoria doesn’t report in, Eleanor will send another.”

      Gabriel growled. “We will be ready. We’ll stick together. We’ll find a way to notify the others.”

      “Others?” It would be hard enough for Sabrina to keep the three of them a secret. Sabrina couldn’t handle hiding more.

      “There are eight of us still living,” Gabriel said. “After what Scoria said today, it is clear we are all in danger. We need to find each of our siblings and tell them what has happened.”

      “I have Rowan’s address,” Tobias said. “I’ve lost touch with everyone else.”

      “Rowan is a great place to start,” Gabriel said. “If I know her, she’ll have kept in touch with Alexander. If we find her and bring her here—”

      “You guys know you can’t stay in Chicago, right?” Sabrina interrupted.

      They all turned to look at her. She straightened up and placed her hands on her hips. There was no turning back now, not after what she’d seen. They needed to know what kind of danger they were in. “Look, I like you, all of you, and Tobias is a well-respected member of the medical community. No one would ever question his being here. But this is the second magical incident in a week.”

      Raven frowned. She looked exhausted and Sabrina hated to put more stress on the poor woman.

      Sabrina tucked her hair behind her ears. “It’s not like I’m going to tell anyone about you, even though I am obligated as a member of my coven and the future master to report you immediately. I’m trying to warn you because the longer you all are here and stuff like this is going down”—she pointed at the Hefty bag full of ashes—“the greater the odds that someone from my coven is eventually going to figure out you’re not human, and then shit will hit the fan. Frankly, after tonight and the blood, it might already be too late for me to cover your tracks.”

      Gabriel tipped his head. “And what will happen to you if Tobias leaves?”

      “I just said I’m not going anywhere,” Tobias said.

      “I’m simply asking the question. Do you realize what will happen to you if Tobias leaves you?”

      Sabrina narrowed her eyes at him and shook her head. “What are you getting at, Gabriel?”

      “Earlier tonight you mentioned you couldn’t tolerate the way I smelled.”

      “Yeah, ’cause you reek like you stepped in a pumpkin pie made of shit.”

      Raven looked at her and then at Tobias, whose face had gone stony. “He smells the same as always. It’s you who’s changed.”

      Sabrina didn’t understand. “What are you talking about?”

      In a rush, Gabriel attacked Tobias, talons thrusting from his second knuckles and wings spreading. He never got close enough to lay a hand on him. Sabrina’s fangs dropped. In a flash, she’d moved between them and shoved Gabriel back with everything she had. His feet left the ground, but thanks to his wings he was able to stop himself before slamming into the wall. He laughed wickedly.

      Tobias rubbed his head. “Sabrina. By the Mountain.”

      “What?” Her eyes darted between each of them.

      It was Raven who blurted out the truth. “You’re bound to him. You’re mated. You’re showing all the signs. Sabrina, don’t you know you’re in love with him?”

      The words knocked her back a step, the air growing thick and close. “Of course I love him. I’ve loved him for years. It doesn’t matter. You haven’t been listening to me. None of our feelings matter.”

      “I love you too,” Tobias said immediately.

      “Don’t. You’ll only make it worse.” There was a lump forming in her throat, and for some reason her entire body had started to tremble.

      “What are you trying to say?” Tobias’s brittle expression threatened to break her heart.

      She rounded on him, and despite herself tears started to flow. “I’m saying that I can and will keep your secret, but I’m not powerful enough to stop the repercussions if my coven finds you and your family. Less than a month ago, I watched three werewolves have their heads sliced from their bodies moments before every vampire I know descended upon them and drained their corpses dry. I won’t be able to stop it. If they catch you, they will kill you.” She chewed her lip. “Once I rise to master, there are things I can do to make it easier for Tobias, but I can’t keep covering stuff up like this. I keep bringing this up because my heart couldn’t take watching you die. Any of you. The smart thing to do would be for you, all of you, to leave Chicago. And it’s not because I want you to go. I’m trying to save your lives.”

      “Well, I’m not leaving you, or Chicago,” Tobias said flatly. “And my brother and his future wife are welcome here for as long as they need to stay.”

      She nodded slowly. “Okay. But you should know I can’t risk this again. Not even if you’re attacked by another Obsidian Guardsman.”

      “Fine. We’ll take care of ourselves. This is dragon business,” Tobias said coolly.

      Sabrina’s gaze darted between Gabriel and Tobias, and all she could picture was the werewolves in Lamia’s Star. She could see the three of them on their knees, being torn apart by her own coven. A powerful leader like her father might be able to stop something like that from happening, but not Sabrina. She would be new, inexperienced. What if Tristan or another vampire challenged her authority? Her stomach churned and she closed her eyes. “You don’t understand the danger.”

      Tobias reached out and touched her face. “Thank you for helping us Sabrina. I understand that you can’t protect us anymore. We’ll protect ourselves.”

      With a final huff and a shake of her head, Sabrina twisted her exhausted shoulders and dematerialized.
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      Watching Sabrina leave was one of the hardest things Tobias had ever done. Even now, distracted and exhausted by the events of the evening, every part of him wished she had stayed. He had the strangest need to protect her, which was stupid considering that everything about tonight showed him she was more than capable of protecting herself. It didn’t take a genius to conclude that Sabrina was no stranger to violence. He’d underestimated her, taken her human kindness and quirky nature at work to be the entire picture of her personality. But she was far more.

      Vampire covens were prone to being territorial. Tobias understood that Sabrina wasn’t lying when she said they were in danger, especially given the size of the Chicago coven. If his true identity was ever revealed, Tobias might well be in a world of hurt. He should have been more careful with her. He’d allowed his feelings for her to cloud his judgment, and he’d let her in too far, too fast. But what was done was done. Now he only hoped that after she rose to power they could find each other again.

      “I’m sorry, Tobias. She’ll be back. She’s bound to you. Mated. Whether she believes it or not, she won’t be able to stay away. She’s already yours.” Gabriel placed a hand on his shoulder.

      “Don’t put anything past Sabrina. She’s the first vampire-human hybrid, and her will is as strong as her grip. If she says she can’t act on her feelings, she won’t.”

      Raven sat down on the couch and stared at the Hefty bag full of Scoria’s remains. “Do you believe us now?” she asked. “About your mother?”

      “Yes.” He rubbed circles over his temples. “I still feel there has to be another explanation. Our mother, she was good, wasn’t she, Gabriel? I remember her as good.”

      “I do too, brother, but she’s changed.” Gabriel shrugged. “We need to tell the others what’s going on. They deserve to know.”

      Tobias lowered his hands. “I know.”

      “Rowan first. You said you had an address.” Gabriel sat down beside him on the sofa and rubbed his palms on his thighs.

      “She lives in New York. Manhattan.”

      “What about a phone number? Email?”

      Tobias shook his head. “The last of both I had don’t work anymore. I tried to contact her when you arrived here. Granted, I haven’t seen her in decades. I’ve had three phone numbers myself since then.”

      Gabriel leaned back against the cushions and blew out a deep breath at the ceiling. “So, we go to New York and hope she hasn’t moved.”

      “I might be able to do a locator spell. We have her dress at home in New Orleans. I mean, if she’s moved.” She leaned her head back. “And if no one kills me before I get the chance to do the spell.”

      “Maybe you should eat something,” Tobias said, the doctor in him bubbling to the surface.

      “You know what I want?” Raven closed her eyes. “Ice cream. It’s been a long day. A huge bowl of mint chocolate chip would be amazing.”

      “I have Chunky Monkey.” There was no levity in his voice. He couldn’t believe he was talking about ice cream at a time like this, although he had to admit, the idea of Ben & Jerry’s did give him a warm spot. Sometimes ice cream could heal what words could not.

      “Chunky Monkey it is. I’ll get it.” Gabriel rose from the sofa.

      “I better take out the remains,” Tobias said. “There’s an ordinance. Special tags. No dumping.”

      “I would offer to help, but considering what happened when we tried to park without a sticker…” Gabriel rubbed the back of his neck. He was beginning to look as fatigued as Raven.

      “Don’t worry about it. You don’t want Mr. Gilbert on your case again. The vacuum’s in the hall closet. Do you mind sucking up what remains of this guy’s… remains? I’d rather not be inhaling him the next time the heat kicks on.”

      “Consider it done.” Gabriel disappeared into the kitchen in search of ice cream.

      Tobias lugged the garbage bag to the back door and pulled on his coat and shoes. As he trudged to the curb, it gave him no pleasure to have contributed to the death of a member of the Obsidian Guard. They used to be his heroes. It was like dropping his childhood on the side of the road and any innocence he had left along with it.

      He’d turned to go back in the house when the biting jabs of a heated discussion met his ears. A tingle traveled his spine. It sounded like Sabrina’s voice. Quietly, he moved along the street toward the sound, making himself invisible.

      Around the next block, he found Sabrina talking to Tristan.

      “You fucking bitch. You will regret doing this to me.”

      “I didn’t do anything to you. Truly, if my father assigned you to the work camp in Racine rather than offing your head, he’s done you a service. When I told him about what you’d done, he considered execution.”

      “You can’t prove anything.” Tristan bared his teeth.

      “No? Is that werewolf hair on your shirt?” She snorted when Tristan looked down at himself. “In case you’re wondering, I’m immune to that particular poison you used to coat his dagger. Don’t bother trying it again.”

      “You will be sorry,” he said through his teeth. “The coven doesn’t want you. We don’t need a human hybrid calling the shots. You’ve gotten by this far on your father’s coattails. How will you survive when he’s gone? No one will take you seriously, Princess. Admit it, you’re in over your head.”

      She hissed and lowered herself into a fighting stance. “Pack all your things before you leave for Racine, Tristan. You’re not welcome in Chicago ever again.”

      “Are you going to fight me, Sabrina?”

      “No.” She stood and brushed invisible lint from the sleeve of her coat. “You’re not worth it.”

      Quickly, she poofed out of there, leaving behind nothing but the scent of honey and moonlight. Tristan’s nostrils flared. His eyes shifted left, then right as he smoothed his shirt. “…gonna be sorry,” was all Tobias heard before Tristan dissolved in a puff of black smoke that smelled of cigar smoke.
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      Gabriel ran the tips of his fingers along the base of Raven’s neck. He loved it when she wore her hair up. There were a million things he should be thinking about. Scoria could have killed her or hurt the baby with the weapon he’d used on her and Tobias. They’d killed a member of the Obsidian Guard. If they weren’t on Paragon’s most-wanted list before, they sure as hell were now. The baby—he should be thinking about the baby. But as much as he tried, his attention returned to the slope of Raven’s creamy skin, the stretch that ran from behind her ear to the dip of her clavicle. He lowered his lips to place a kiss there.

      Raven had wasted no time tearing into the pint of Chunky Monkey Gabriel had brought her. Even after Tobias had come in from taking Scoria to the curb and excused himself to his room, Raven hardly came up for air long enough to mention her dismay at seeing Tobias heartbroken. In record time, she’d almost reached the bottom of the pint, and Gabriel thought she looked a little better, the dark circles under her eyes a bit smaller. He kissed her again as another bite found its way into her mouth.

      “This is so good,” she mumbled.

      “So you keep telling me. I don’t suppose you plan to share any of that?”

      “Absolutely not. It’s too yummy.” She grinned at him over her shoulder and then fed him a bite. “Actually, please eat some. I can’t believe I’ve finished most of this pint. I can’t remember ever being this hungry before.”

      “You expelled an incredible amount of power today. Eat it. You need the calories. It’s good for you and the baby.” He returned to worshipping her neck. It had taken months for her to regain the weight she’d lost when she’d had cancer. He would love and want her at any size, but he was relieved to see her eating. It meant that despite their circumstances, she was healthy, happy, and strong.

      “I’m just not sure it will be good for fitting into my wedding dress. Avery is going to flip her top when she finds out I’m pregnant.”

      Gabriel laughed into her skin. “Are you sure you want to tell her?”

      “Of course I do. She doesn’t need to know I’m having a dragon, but I have to tell her something. She’s my sister! What would she say if we showed up one day with a child in our arms?”

      “You’re right. It’s better to tell her. Why are you worried about fitting into a dress? I was not aware you’d had time to pick one out yet.”

      She shrugged and placed the empty ice-cream container on the coffee table. “I haven’t, but Avery has my measurements and she’s shopping for me.”

      “You’re allowing your sister to choose your wedding dress for you?”

      “Maybe. Avery cares more about it than I do.”

      “The oreads could make you one if you’d like, in a style that would accommodate your changing figure. Juniper and Hazel would feel honored.”

      She turned to face him. “Seriously? You don’t think it would be too much?”

      He wiped a bit of ice cream from her bottom lip. “All I ask is that you only request their help if you are committed to the outcome. You won’t be able to hold them back if you do, and they would be destroyed if you did not wear their finished creation.”

      “Never. Nothing I could buy would be as beautiful as what they would make for me. When we get home, I’ll ask them.”

      He gave her a shallow smile. How he wished their wedding plans weren’t marred by his family’s drama. He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her into his lap, tight against his chest. He pictured her in a traditional Paragonian wedding gown, peacock blue of course, a melding of the emerald stone that represented his family line and the blue of her eyes. She’d have looked lovely descending the aisle of the great hall. All of Paragon would have treated her as royalty.

      Raven dropped the spoon into the mostly empty ice-cream container. “Maybe we should go back to New Orleans. I need to research this pregnancy, and I’ve put off telling my father about our engagement for far too long.”

      “As soon as they realize Scoria is dead, my mother and Brynhoff will send another guardsman. Tobias can’t handle an attack on his own. He was never a fighter. If we go, we need to convince him to come with us.”

      Raven scoffed. “He won’t leave as long as Sabrina is here.”

      “No.” Gabriel shook his head. “He’ll wait for her for as long as it takes.”

      “If her entire coven is as scary as she is, no wonder she suggested we leave. My skin wanted to peel itself off when she growled and bared her fangs. You should have seen her take Scoria down.”

      “Hmm.” Gabriel frowned and stared at the freshly vacuumed carpet. “You and Tobias were lucky she was there this time, but based on the way she stormed off tonight, I wouldn’t rely on her again.”

      “Do you think she’ll be capable of staying away? It’s clear she’s bound to him.”

      He cleared his throat. “In Paragon, Vampires are prone to being… cold and calculating.”

      “Undoubtedly Sabrina is both those things. But she certainly is protective of Tobias.”

      “Still, I’m not sure about the nature of their relationship or if we can count on her protection long term. Until we’re sure he’s safe, I want to stay in Chicago. I know this is an important time for you. I am told planning a wedding is a great deal of work and should be a joyous occasion for us. Not to mention the baby.”

      She pressed her lips against his. “It’s okay. I’m happy to be here for Tobias right now.”

      “You wouldn’t rather be shopping with your sister?”

      She laughed. “Er, no. I’d like to stay and strengthen the wards around this house. I can help keep us safe. Besides, to be honest, I know that human weddings are supposed to be über-important to girls and that people get all stressed out over wanting everything to be a certain way, but it’s not really my priority. I already have exactly what I want. As long as I’m with you, I’m happy. No ceremony or piece of paper is going to change that. Sure, I’d like to have a nice day to celebrate with friends and family, but I’m in no rush.”

      “No?” He nuzzled her neck. “You’re not interested in making an honorable man out of me?”

      She drew back and took his face in her hands. “You are the most honorable man I know. But if you’re referring to the human tradition of waiting for the honeymoon, I’ll remind you that married or not, you’ve already mated me. That’s for life, isn’t it?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Indeed. And life is a very long time with a dragon. Can you handle the commitment?” He swept his hand up the outside of her thigh.

      Her eyes narrowed. “I think I’m up for the task. Why don’t you take me upstairs and see how much I can handle?”

      His wings punched out of his shirt, and he swept her off the couch. Instantly, his body responded to her proposition and his mind narrowed in on her until there was nothing else in the entire universe but her. To him, she was the most precious being alive. She squealed as he rushed her into their room and locked the door behind them. In another breath, he’d stripped off her clothing and then his, leaving it in a pile on the floor. Gently, he spread her out on the bed, his lips trailing down the inside of her thigh.

      Her fingers dug into his hair. “I love you, Gabriel, with everything that I am.”

      He paused and looked up at her, his wings arching protectively over her naked body. She reached up and stroked her nails along the underside of those wings, sending tiny shivers down his spine. He needed to be inside her, to mark her as his and to hear her call his name. With a single flap of his wings, he hoisted himself over her and cradled her dark head in his hands. By the Mountain, her eyes were blue. Deep. Fathomless.

      “I’m not sure love is a strong enough word for what I feel for you, Raven. My soul thirsts for you. Without you, I’d shrivel like an empty husk. Do you realize how thoroughly you own me?”

      “My very own dragon.” She thrust herself up, and he tucked his wings as she rolled him onto his back. Her red lips lowered to his ear. “Let me ride you and see if you’re worth keeping.”

      She lowered herself onto him then, connecting with him in the most intimate way. He arched under her, his blood hot in his veins. With a swivel of her hips, she sent him to heaven. No other thoughts clouded his brain as she began to move above him except the singular desire to give her more of what she needed. To be more for her.

      And he showed her as much, time and time again.
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      Every box was packed, every plate, every trinket wrapped and tucked away. There was nothing left on the walls. All the furniture was gone. Sabrina was supposed to be staying with her father tonight. She would be staying with her father. There was no other choice now. Her place was sold, and staying with Tobias again—that was out of the question.

      A glass of wine in her hand, Sabrina sat on the carpet in front of her sliding glass door, watching the Chicago skyline beyond her balcony. Part of her wanted to be excited. She was rising, taking on a powerful position that few of her gender had taken on. Add to that her status as a vampire-human hybrid, and Chicago needed her. She would ensure a kind and fair vampire society. One that would coexist peacefully with humans.

      And maybe, after several years of focused attention, if the coven was safe and she’d laid the groundwork for an orderly rule, she could pass on her duties to someone she trusted and return to the life she’d left behind. She’d find time to see the sun again, even if only for fleeting moments while the other vampires were still asleep. She’d sneak out if she had to. Bribe Paul if it was necessary.

      And maybe, just maybe, she could find a way to safely see Tobias.

      Draining the glass, she set it down beside her crossed ankles. Why was she procrastinating? She stared out over the city like some reject from a Hallmark movie. If she were honest with herself, she knew why. She’d felt it snap into place the moment she’d seen Tobias stretched out on the sidewalk. It was like all her internal organs had shifted to make room for her growing heart. It was a good thing Scoria had died the way he had, because she might have ripped him apart herself otherwise. Surely she would not have hesitated, even if it meant loss of life and limb.

      Which could mean only one thing. She’d bonded with Tobias. Her vampire half had marked him as her own. What had he called it? His people called it mating. He’d asked her to be his before, and she’d told him yes, but it was only her human half speaking the word. She hadn’t fully given herself over heart, mind, and soul until she’d had to protect him. Leaping on Scoria had been her vampire half’s way of screaming mine. And now her heart might as well be wired to his for how empty she felt here without him, as if she’d left a piece of herself behind.

      It was for the best.

      A dark mist filtered onto her balcony and solidified into the form of her father. She motioned for him to come in and he did, unlocking the door and sliding it open with his mind.

      “I thought I’d find you here,” he said, flashing her a warm smile. “Having trouble letting go?”

      She patted the floor and he sat down beside her, a current of cool air following him into the room. Her father always smelled of sandalwood, spices, and leather, thanks to specially made cologne he’d been wearing for almost a hundred years. It reminded her of how ancient he was—hard to believe when the person sitting next to her looked no older than thirty-five.

      “It’s a big change, and it came on quickly. I’m just trying to process everything.”

      He leaned back on his elbows and crossed his legs at the ankles. “I was already master of our coven when I met your mother.” Sabrina glanced his way. His face was sober, nostalgic. “It was the early morning of 1939, and I was returning from an event at the Willowbrook ballroom. In those days we worked closely with human leaders. There were less of us then, and we didn’t have to be as careful. Those were different times. Simpler times. No cell phones. No instant cameras. People didn’t run to the police every time a vampire drank their blood and forgot to scrub their minds. They bought some garlic and moved on with their lives.” He shrugged.

      “Things have changed a lot since then.”

      “I met your mother in Resurrection Cemetery.”

      “You’ve told me this story. She was raising the dead.”

      He smiled. “I saw her talking to a grave. Your mother had red hair, just like yours, that deep, intense shade of red that reminded me of blood. Our eyes met, and it was like she could see into my soul. She knew I was a vampire. I didn’t have to tell her.”

      “She was one of a kind.” Sabrina smiled at the thought of her mother hovering over a grave. It wasn’t her memory, but she could picture it clearly.

      “Anyway, I was walking toward her when a woman in white raced past me toward the grave. I heard the squeal of tires behind me, her human date taking off, no doubt terrified. The ghost, whose name I would later learn was Mary, thanked your mother profusely before climbing atop her grave. Your mother waved a hand and she slipped inside again.”

      “The humans still tell that ghost story, you know,” Sabrina said. “They call her Resurrection Mary.”

      “Veronica wanted to give her one more chance to dance the night away. She died tragically, you understand. She couldn’t rest until your mother gave her that one final wish.”

      “That was nice of Mom.”

      “She was a good woman. Full of life. I loved her beyond measure.” He leaned back and stared at the ceiling. “I still miss her.”

      A thought crossed Sabrina’s mind and she furrowed her brow. “My mother was human. A necromancer, for sure, but a human necromancer. How did you get the coven to approve that? I thought it was forbidden.”

      He scoffed. “By the goddess, if I had a dime for everything that was forbidden in the old laws, I’d be an even richer male. Yes, she was forbidden, and it made me want her more.”

      She leaned forward, hugging her knees to her chest. “But what did you do? How did you keep the coven from killing her?”

      “Oh, they tried. Well, one tried. His name was Seamus and he challenged me, accusing me of breaking the old law in front of the entire assembly.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I told them that Veronica was my consort and as master I was allowed to select my personal staff. It was none of his business that I was in love with her. That I’d bonded with her. I didn’t admit to that. Only to enlisting her as my human companion.”

      “And that worked?”

      He scoffed. “No. The bastard tried to have her killed, and I took off his head.”

      “And that was it? No one else accused you?”

      “You will find as master that if someone challenges you and you end them quickly and decisively, others are loath to follow in their footsteps. Violence is only the answer when you want them to never ask the question again.”

      “So you’ve told me.” She smiled. “So, for Mom, you made your own law.”

      “Yes. The same as I did when you were born. Oh, the rumors. There were some who feared you wouldn’t be immortal because you were born and grew up, but here you are, no longer aging.”

      “There are still people who want to kill me.” She thought of Tristan.

      “You know how to defend yourself. I’ve taught you everything I know.”

      She laughed. “I’m afraid I am not as strong or as deadly as you, Father.”

      He turned a serious look in her direction. “You underestimate yourself. When it matters, I know you will use all the resources available to you and you will do what is necessary. You will do what I would do.”

      “I just hope I can live up to your legacy, Daddy. I sometimes feel I’m not cut out for this fate.”

      He grunted deep in his throat. “Bullshit. Everything that has happened to you has prepared you to lead. You question yourself because you think you have to do it the same as me. Sabrina, you will do it your own way, and that will be the right way.”

      She wrapped her arms around his neck and squeezed. “Thank you. I needed to hear that.”

      “Now, are you ready to come home with me? It’s almost daybreak.”

      “If you don’t mind, I’d like to stay and watch the sunrise. It might be a while before I see another.”

      He nodded. “What a wondrous thing, to be able to walk in the light.”

      “It doesn’t suck.” She grinned as he strode onto the balcony and dematerialized.

      She stared at the horizon until watery light bled across the floor, its warmth swallowing her balcony, then kissing her toes before it washed away the stars. The city lights succumbed one by one to the bright ball of rising gold. When the sun was fully risen, she dematerialized to the tunnels, ready to start her new life.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      As always, Tobias embraced his work like an old friend, using his gift for healing others as a much-needed distraction. Sabrina wasn’t returning his calls or texts, her apartment was empty, and when he returned to the uptown bar where she’d saved his life, the one they called Boss Miller claimed he’d never heard of her and then offered him a free beer. She was gone. Disappeared into some underground labyrinth where he couldn’t follow.

      “Doctor?” The nurse taking his patient’s vitals nudged his elbow. “Joseph asked you a question.”

      Tobias snapped out of his reverie and looked down at his young patient. How long had he been lost to this churning in his brain, this feeling like he’d never be whole again if he didn’t reconnect with Sabrina?

      He cleared his throat. “Sorry, what was that?”

      “Can I still play baseball this summer?”

      He blinked rapidly. “Yes, Joseph. You’ll be fine by then as long as you make sure you take your medication and follow the diet we talked about. Your dad is going to help you with those things. As long as you’re not passing out anymore, you can do any of your regular activities.”

      With all the good humor he could muster, he answered the rest of Joseph’s questions—his father’s too—before excusing himself from the room.

      “Are you okay, Dr. Toby?” the nurse asked. She’d followed him into the hall, looking concerned. An older woman in her fifties, she worked part-time now and was probably filling in for Sabrina until the hospital could find a permanent replacement.

      “Fine. Er… thank you. Another case on my mind.”

      She nodded her understanding and went about her work, heading in the direction of the medication room. Thankfully, Tobias was done with his rounds. He quickly finished his documentation and headed for the door.

      “Dr. Toby?” The nurse was back and she was pale. Extremely pale, like all the blood had rushed from her head.

      “Yes? What’s wrong?”

      “Tristan says he has a message for you.” She pushed the neck of her scrubs aside to reveal an ugly bite mark under her collarbone. The nurse wavered on her feet, and Tobias rushed forward to catch her in his arms. He helped her sit down behind the desk, checking her badge when he couldn’t remember her name.

      “Elizabeth, where did you see Tristan?”

      “Outside the medication room. He said he was a friend and was looking for you.”

      “Is that when he bit you?”

      She laughed. “Bit me? Nobody bit me. A nice man just asked me to give you a message. I gave it to you, right?” She touched her forehead. “I can’t remember now. I feel a little light-headed.”

      The color was coming back to her cheeks. Tobias moved the phone closer to her. “I need to go look for him. Rest here for a minute. If you start to feel worse, call for help.”

      “Okay.” She shook her graying curls. “Probably low blood sugar. I just need to eat something. I’ll be fine.”

      Tobias gave her a light squeeze on the shoulder, then headed for the medication room. There was no one there, but a note on the door read Parking garage. Sinatra Level. He tore the note from the door and crumpled it in his hand.

      Furious, he grabbed his coat and took the elevator down to the main floor, wishing the security guard good night as he passed through the lobby. Across the street in the Huron Superior Parking Garage, he boarded the elevator and selected the Sinatra Level, level four. The only other person on the elevator with him got off at Tony Bennett, level two. When the doors opened again, Tristan was there waiting for him, leaning against a blue sedan.

      “What do you want, Tristan?” Tobias asked. The vampire reminded him of a toad that had stretched itself into a man, his overlarge eyes giving him the look of a nocturnal animal.

      Tristan smoothed back his oily dark hair. “So, you do know who I am. It seems that Sabrina didn’t quite uphold the level of confidentiality she says she did.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Tobias said. “My nurse, Elizabeth, said a man named Tristan had a message for me. I followed you here.” He held up the crumpled note. “Now, what can I do for you? And what does this have to do with a nurse who used to work here?”

      Tobias thought he’d done a good job playing it cool and covering for Sabrina, but Tristan didn’t seem to buy it. His dark eyes became even darker slits. “Either you are weak-minded or intentionally ignorant. I know you have a relationship with Sabrina. I’ve watched her enter your home and not come out for days.”

      Tobias scowled.

      “You didn’t think I knew? Oh, I had humans following you, Doctor. In the coffeehouse, the museum, the zoo. They lost the trail every now and then, but somehow I could always connect the dots back to you. You must be one hell of a human.”

      “Go fuck yourself.” Tobias turned to leave.

      “I wouldn’t do that. Not if you care about your patient.”

      Tobias turned around slowly, grinding his teeth to keep from shifting. It wouldn’t do to reveal what he was to this scumbag. That would spell disaster for Sabrina. Tristan was holding up his phone, and even from a distance he knew who was featured on the screen. Katelyn.

      “I’ve got two vamps and a human outside her house. All I have to do is say the word and she dies. Cute kid. It would be terrible if her young life should come to a tragic end, especially after the miracle you pulled off healing her.”

      He suppressed a growl. “What do you want with me?”

      “I want to save my coven from a terrible mistake, and I need you to come with me to do so.”

      “And if I come, you won’t hurt the girl?”

      “Swear on my life.”

      “You’re a vampire. You’re already dead.”

      Tristan opened the car door and retrieved a length of rope. “Allow me to bind your wrists and get into the car, and I’ll call off my crew.” He shook his phone. The live feed of Katelyn sleeping made Tobias feel ill.

      He approached the vampire. If he played his cards right, he could save Katelyn and snap the vampire’s neck in the process. A partial shift. A short reach across the seats while he was driving. Tristan wouldn’t know what hit him. Tobias held out his wrists.

      As soon as Tristan tightened the binding, Tobias realized he’d made a terrible mistake. His knees dipped and it felt like his blood was turning to concrete. Enchanted, he thought. Tristan must have the help of a witch!

      “Interesting,” Tristan said, a broad, froggy smile stretching his lower face.

      “Tell your people to leave my former patient alone,” Tobias said.

      Tristan tapped the screen and raised the phone to his lips. Tobias heard ringing and then a click as someone answered.

      “Kill her,” Tristan said.

      “You bastard!” Tobias tried to kick Tristan but could barely raise his foot off the ground.

      “Nighty night, Doc.” Tristan’s fist collided with his face. Tobias’s head slapped the concrete, and then there was darkness.
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      For as long as she’d been a vampire, Sabrina had never seen the tunnels look more beautiful than they did tonight. The human floral designer had sworn he’d make the underground ballroom look like spring, and he’d succeeded. The tunnels had been decorated with thousands of flowering plants. Red tulips, petunias, and an array of greenery she couldn’t name lined every wall. Deep-red roses had been strung on plastic line and hung in swags across the ceiling. Lamia’s Star smelled of flowers and had been transformed from gray and brick to a cherry-red floral paradise.

      If the tunnels weren’t enough of a departure from normalcy, the dress she was wearing certainly was. Blood-colored silk and organza wrapped high along the back of her neck and then plunged toward her waist, the bottom of a wide vee ending in the vicinity of her belly button. A full skirt with a train hid a pair of Jimmy Choos that were absolutely to die for. In white, it would have been a wedding dress fit for a queen. As it was, the color made her flesh appear alabaster and brought out the coppery tones in her hair. Along with a velvety red lip color, she’d become the queen of the undead, prepared to marry her coven.

      Marriage was a good analogy. This was not a light commitment. Once a master, always a master.

      She waited in the small antechamber off the side of the dais, her father by her side. A Forebear had been called in to perform the ceremony. All she knew about him was that his name was Aldrich and although he looked about fifty, he was over one thousand years old. Dressed in a kimono of red silk embroidered with a black pattern of falling leaves, he mounted the stage to the sound of a trio of violins, taking his place beside the throne, next to the gold-and-ruby tiara he would place upon her head at the end of the ceremony. The entire Lamia Coven had gathered to watch her coronation.

      Her knees turned to water and she placed a hand on the wall to steady herself. Her father hooked his arm under her elbow.

      “Nerves.” She pressed a hand to her stomach.

      “Breathe, Sabrina.” He sent her a reassuring smile.

      The tiara she was to be crowned with had been commissioned by her father and contained a twenty-five-carat pear-shaped ruby at the crown called the Tear of Hades. It was worth millions. Vampire legend said the stone was charged with the energy of the lord of the underworld himself.

      “Your mother would have been so proud of you today.” His gray eyes twinkled and he laid a gentle kiss on her cheek.

      “That means a lot to me.” She sent him a soft smile. “She’d be proud of you too.”

      That made his eyes twinkle. “It’s time.”

      She picked up the ceremonial dagger and nodded to her father. She was ready.

      “Please present the candidate for coronation,” Aldrich said.

      Her father guided her toward the dais. One step, then two. Her knees wobbled and she gripped her father’s arm for support. And then they were face-to-face with Aldrich in front of a sea of vampires. Her coven. Her people.

      “For over three hundred years, the Lamia Coven of Chicago has maintained order by rule of blood. Who presents this child of the night as master?”

      “I do,” her father said. He held his hand out over the jewel-encrusted chalice.

      Sabrina sliced across his palm and watched his blood trickle into the vessel. “By the goddess, I accept the offering of your blood as a sign of my readiness to take your place as master of this coven.”

      “Do you come before the goddess of your own free will to take on responsibility for this coven for as long as you are master?” Aldrich asked her.

      “I so offer my blood as a sign of this covenant.” Sabrina sliced across her own palm and watched her blood mix with her father’s inside the gold chalice.

      Aldrich lifted his own dagger and extended his hand above the goblet between them. “Then, as a representative of the Forebears, I bestow upon you—”

      “Wait!”

      Aldrich stopped before the blade pierced his skin. Sabrina turned to see Tristan shoving his way to the front of the ballroom, dragging two prisoners along with him. Both were bound and wearing dark hoods. He shoved them to their knees in front of the dais.

      “Tristan? What is the meaning of this?” Her father’s voice was laden with menace. He wasn’t happy, and Sabrina watched his fingers bend into claws near his sides.

      “I think the coven needs to know that the female they are about to make master fraternizes with shifters.”

      Sabrina’s spine stiffened. She stared at the hooded figures. One wore street clothes, the other dress pants and a tie. It could be… Goddess, please don’t let it be.

      Tristan pulled the hoods off the first man, and there was an intake of breath as the vampires around him got a good whiff. Even she could smell the werewolf. It was unmistakably the one who had stabbed her. But it was when Tristan pulled the second hood off that her fangs dropped and she released a chilling hiss. Tobias. He was on his knees, staring up at her. She caught herself on her father’s arm.

      She knew instantly that the rope binding his wrists was enchanted. Madam Chloe had warned her that Tristan had asked for enchanted bindings. Tobias would be powerless to defend himself using any of his dragon abilities as long as the rope was touching his skin.

      Sabrina’s trembling stopped and her bones turned to steel. Funny, it was hard to be brave for herself, but for Tobias?

      “Why have you brought my coworker here?” she demanded, taking a step toward Tristan. There was no fear or embarrassment in her voice. Nor the guilt he was after. Just anger. She had to talk around her fangs as she pointed to Tobias and said, “This man is a well-known human physician. He is a healer. Return him topside at once.”

      Tristan scoffed. “You’ve been misled, Princess. This man is a dragon.”

      A collective gasp rose up from the coven.

      Aldrich turned to her father, a scowl on his face. “Calvin, what is the meaning of this? Who is this vampire?”

      “Tristan, return the doctor to his life or prepare to pay with yours,” her father said. “You are not welcome here.” With a wave of his hand, two members of her father’s security contingent surrounded Tristan, ready to escort him from the Star.

      “Tell them.” Tristan slapped the back of the werewolf’s head.

      “I-I saw him shift. He is a dragon.” A collective inhale rose up from the crowd, and the guards looked at each other and then at her father.

      Sabrina cast a warning glare at the werewolf and noticed for the first time that he was in far worse shape than the day he’d stabbed her, his face beaten and bruised, an ugly scar that might have been a burn running the length of his neck. His cheeks were sunken like he’d been starved.

      “Clearly you’ve been torturing this wolf. He’d say anything you wanted him to say,” Sabrina said.

      “Such an odd story to tell, don’t you think, Princess?” Tristan grinned. “Why would I risk claiming something as crazy as a dragon among us if it weren’t true?”

      “Dragons have been extinct for generations,” Aldrich said. “What proof do you have?”

      “Taste his blood.” Tristan raised his chin and flashed his teeth. “I promise you won’t be disappointed.”

      Her father turned his head in her direction and whispered in her ear in a voice so quiet it was barely more than a breath. “Do you know anything about this?”

      In a soft whisper, she told him the truth. She had to. There was no other choice. If Tobias’s blood was spilled that day, it would be done only after the spilling of her own.

      “He is my bonded mate. And he is what Tristan says.” Tears pricked her eyes, but she did not let them fall. She showed no weakness. To do so would be to hand her fate and Tobias’s over to Tristan.

      As she met her father’s eyes, she saw no softness in his expression. He was as still and cold as marble. She hadn’t seen him look this regal since the day her mother was killed. So this was how she would die, at her father’s hand. He would kill her, then Tobias. She steeled herself and nodded to him, ready for whatever punishment he doled out.

      He turned to Tristan. “Very well. I will taste the blood.”

      Her father descended from the dais and approached Tobias. Sabrina’s heart pounded against her breastbone as her father rolled up her mate’s sleeve a notch. What was he doing? Toying with her? She’d told him the truth!

      Sabrina met Tobias’s gaze. Whatever happened, she was in this with him. She tried to silently tell him so. The worst part was, she could feel what he was feeling. It wasn’t fear, although there was plenty of that coming off the werewolf. Her emotional radar was picking up nothing but love and acceptance from Tobias. He was resigned. That made her sadder than anything.

      Calvin gripped Tobias’s forearm, digging his thumbnail into the skin above his bound wrists. Her love’s blood bubbled. Her father released him and brought the ruby-red bead to his lips, sucking it from the side of his thumb. He said nothing.

      Sabrina held her breath when her father shifted to the left suddenly so that she could no longer see Tobias, nor could she make out her father’s face. He must know. He must taste how Tobias was different. Sabrina dug her nails into her palms. Why wasn’t he saying anything?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      On his knees on the cold hard concrete that lined the tunnel, Tobias stared up at Sabrina’s father. He was a scary son of a bitch. His dark and hardened stare was unwavering. He was Scarface and Goodfellas all rolled into one, a killer in a custom Versace tuxedo.

      “Do you love my daughter?” he whispered. Tobias could barely hear the question, wouldn’t have heard it if the man hadn’t brought his lips close to his ear.

      “Yes. She is my mate,” he whispered back.

      Calvin took a step back. The man’s gaze burrowed into him, seeming to weigh his soul. He glanced down at the wound he’d created. It was already healed. Tobias was sure then, that he knew. Humans did not heal that quickly, and if what Sabrina had said was true, there was no mistaking dragon blood. Tobias tried not to cringe under the weight of his stare.

      Calvin grabbed his arm and licked along the place the wound once was. He was sealing it closed, Tobias thought, or pretending to anyway. The vampire tugged a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his hands as he turned back to Tristan and the wolf. Tristan was grinning, his expression smug and expectant.

      “Claude and Jason, please escort Tristan and the werewolf to the dungeon. I will deal with them later.” Two of the biggest vampires Tobias had ever seen came forward and seized Tristan and the wolf, dragging them toward the exit.

      “What? What is this?” Tristan yelled. “You can’t do this to me!” His protests faded as he was forced deeper into the bowels of the tunnels.

      Sabrina’s eyes snapped to Tobias’s, the corner of her mouth twitching ever so subtly. Yeah, Tobias thought, Daddio just made a choice, and it looks like love won this round.

      Calvin gripped the ropes binding Tobias’s wrists and tore them apart, freeing him. He offered his hand to help him to his feet. With a bow, the vampire said, “My apologies for the inconvenience, Doctor. Please stay and enjoy the coronation. One of us will help you home at its conclusion.”

      “Thank you,” Tobias said. He brushed off the knees of his pants and folded his hands in front of his hips, suddenly more aware than ever that vampires surrounded him on all sides. The room made his skin itch.

      Clearly, Calvin Bishop knew what he was. Why he’d spared his life was anyone’s guess and how long he’d maintain the ruse was also questionable. Leaving wasn’t an option. There were tunnels everywhere he looked, but he had no idea which led to the surface and which led deeper underground. And they were all packed with vampires. He tried to calm his racing heart and trust that Sabrina’s father legitimately wanted him to survive the day.

      When his eyes met Sabrina’s again, hers were wide and wet. Her father returned to the dais, and she kissed him on the cheek.

      The older man who was dressed like a priest said, “There are always dissenters. I hope you will make an example of him, Calvin. Shall we continue?”

      A smattering of laughter came from the crowd as Sabrina and her father nodded in an exaggerated fashion.

      “Please, Aldrich,” Calvin said.

      Tobias watched as the one called Aldrich picked up the ceremonial dagger from the small altar and dragged it across his palm. Blood spilled into the chalice.  He raised it above his head.

      “By the blood, it is done.” He took a sip, then handed it to Sabrina who also drank. Calvin was the last. He drained the cup dry.

      Aldrich removed the crown from the red velvet pillow beside him and reached up to place it on Sabrina’s head. And that’s when Tobias’s eyes began to sting. He was so proud of her as she turned to welcome the applause of her coven. The crown suited her. Even though he’d thought she was giving up too much to become master, he saw now that this was her destiny. She was a queen, a goddess, born to rule. Praise the Mountain, he was thankful to see this, even if it was the last time he’d ever lay eyes on her.

      When everyone stopped clapping, Sabrina spoke. “Thank you all for being here today. I look forward to leading this coven in the years to come and to helping continue our peaceful coexistence with humans. Together, we will create a safe environment where vampires can thrive.”

      The crowd broke into cheers. Tobias met Sabrina’s eyes and gave her a small smile, which she returned but hid under the guise of thanking Aldrich. He took it all in, the flowers, the dress, the crown. He wanted to remember her like this always. She was something out of a dream.

      A dream that turned into a nightmare when the screams started.
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      Blood sprayed across Tobias’s face as bullets showered the coven. He dropped to the floor. Five enormous men with semiautomatic weapons had charged into the ballroom from one of the tunnels.

      Vampires tumbled like bowling pins around him. From what Tobias knew of vampires, bullets couldn’t ordinarily hurt them, but these must have been enchanted because the vampires that fell stayed down. The crowd rushed for the exits. Vampires pushed and shoved to escape, but there were too many and nowhere to go.

      A team of security personnel, some of them Tobias was sure were human, had formed a wall around Sabrina and her father. They’d all drawn their guns and were firing back at the gunmen. One attacker took a bullet to the head and dropped like a rock. Another was hit in the shoulder. More bullets flew and a security guard toppled.

      “Stop!” Sabrina yelled from behind the wall of bodies. “What do you want?”

      The bullets stopped. Tobias watched as a man roughly the size of a semitruck and smelling strongly of wolf stepped between the fallen bodies. The wolf who had stabbed Sabrina was behind him. All wolves, Tobias could tell now. Their scent was unmistakable. The remaining team of four parted and Tristan swaggered into the great hall from the tunnel at the rear of the Star, taking his position at the front of the group. The coven broke out in murmurs and shouted accusations.

      Now Tobias understood why the vampires weren’t getting up. Tristan must have coated the bullets with the same solution he’d used on the dagger that stabbed Sabrina. What had Raven called it? Keetridge Solution. His hands balled into fists. He knew what this was. It called up his darkest memories. Scenes of Marius’s head rolling across the floor of the Obsidian Palace filled his mind. This was a coup and Sabrina was the target.

      The greasy-looking male gestured with his hands and the wolves cleared a large circle for him, dragging dead and dying vampires from the space. “I challenge you, Sabrina, for Lamia Coven.”

      “If you want to challenge me, Tristan, challenge me. Call off your dogs. Fight me one-on-one.”

      “No! He’s too strong,” her father yelled.

      Tobias ground his teeth.

      Tristan raised his hand and the wolves stepped back and lowered their guns. “Then you accept my challenge.” He laughed. “Somehow I thought this would be harder.”
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      Sabrina looked down on Tristan from her place on the dais and saw nothing but haughty rage in her fellow vampire. He’d planned this. The traitor had fraternized with their enemies to try to have her killed, and now that she was master and he had broken from the coven, he was challenging her for her role.

      The crowd of security guards in front of her parted and she stepped forward, her vampire instincts raging when she saw the dead. These were her people. Immortals. Tristan could have used regular bullets. He’d coated them with Keetridge Solution to inflict maximum hurt on her and her father. He’d wanted to shake her, to wreck her human side so badly she wouldn’t put up a fight.

      She removed her crown and placed it on the red velvet pillow. Tristan grinned and stared at it. If he’d been a cartoon, his tongue might have extended to the floor and his eyes bulged from their sockets. Infidel. Traitor. He had no idea the monster he’d awakened in her.

      She kicked off her shoes, then looked down at her dress. Impossible to fight in. Fisting her skirt, she tore. A female vampire cried out and a rumble of voices passed through the crowd. The expensive floor-length gown was reduced to a miniskirt.

      Picking up the ceremonial dagger beside her crown, she held it up. With a raised eyebrow, she silently regarded Tristan. Would he agree to daggers?

      “I accept.” Tristan drew a dagger from his boot. “My personal favorite.”

      Sabrina nodded. Without further delay, she sprang into the circle, baring her teeth and lowering herself into a fighting stance. The growl that ripped from her lungs was something feral. A delicious drop of Tristan’s fear rained down on her emotional grid.

      “Tristan, if you think this is going to be easy, you don’t know me,” she said, making her voice as smooth and sultry as she could. Come hither, boy. Let me slay you.

      “Bring it on, human.”

      She attacked, leaping forward and thrusting the blade underhand at Tristan’s gut. He spun out of the way of her blow and stabbed at her back. So predictable. She dodged. He missed. Sabrina leaped straight up, landing behind him and kicking him squarely in the ass.

      Tristan stumbled forward. That was the tang of surprise she felt in her bones. Oh yes. She could read him like a book. He regained his footing, squared low, and attacked again, his arms out like he planned to bear-hug her. She remembered this move from training with her father. Tristan planned to stab at her right side, then catch her with his free hand when she tried to dodge left.

      But Sabrina had practiced this dozens of times. When he stabbed from the right, she did not react, instead catching his wrist in a vampire-strong grip and slicing her dagger across his cheek. She planted a foot in his chest and kicked him away from her.

      She wanted to cheer. Tristan’s emotions had become a jumble of fear and anger. He’d underestimated her. And she was about to hand him his ass.

      Her coven closed in, their faces poking out from the tunnels again to watch the fight.

      Tristan ran his fingers through the blood on his cheek. “You fucking bitch!”

      He rushed her again, head-on, his arm coming high and stabbing downward, toward her face. She sidestepped a fraction of an inch. A swift flash of her blade and she’d sliced open his other cheek.

      Tristan whirled, sweeping her legs. She fell hard, gracefully somersaulted backward and landed on her feet, dagger at the ready. She raised her hand and beckoned him forward with her fingers.

      With something close to a roar he rushed her, stabbing fast and low. Sabrina blocked the jab, gripped his wrist, and rolled him over her back, using his own momentum to slam him into the floor. There was a pop as his wrist dislocated. Tristan’s dagger went flying. He cursed.

      Sabrina landed her knee in his gut with all the force she could muster. She cast her own dagger aside and held Tristan down by the throat, her nails digging in. Now there was nothing but fear on her emotional dashboard. She felt it worming in her gut. His fear.

      The hall grew completely silent. She glanced up at her father who stared down his nose at Tristan, his expression cold as ice. And then her eyes found Tobias. He gave her a subtle nod.

      “You lose,” Sabrina said through her teeth.

      Tristan opened his mouth to say something else, but she refused to give him the chance. Her fist punched through his rib cage. When her hand retracted, she was holding his heart.

      Her father always said that the only time violence was the answer was when you wanted the question to never be asked again. She stood from Tristan’s body and thrust the heart above her head. Slowly she turned in place, her bare feet leaving bloody footsteps in front of Tristan’s body.

      The coven exploded into cheers of victory. “Sabrina. Sabrina. Sabrina.” They chanted her name. She cast the heart aside where it made a squelching sound as it rolled to a stop on the concrete.

      All at once Sabrina noticed one of the wolves who’d helped Tristan raise his gun. She growled.

      “This is for the Racine pack!” He pulled the trigger.

      Before Sabrina could react, a massive wall of white scales crashed between her and the wolf, and the roar that filled the tunnels was louder than the gunfire.
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      Tobias tore from his own skin faster than he’d ever shifted before. He was temporarily blinded by searing pain, turned inside out by his own force of will. The dragon burst through, his scaled body and barbed tail brushing Sabrina aside and taking the brunt of the shower of bullets that sprang from the wolf’s gun. If he was hit, he didn’t feel it.

      He punched his wings out to fill the hall, turned on the wolf, and roared.

      Vampires scattered, but his beast was smart enough to know exactly how to protect Sabrina. Bullets bounced harmlessly off his scales as he faced the largest wolf and made a choice. He could burn the wretch or tear him to pieces. Burning was too kind. His teeth snapped and his talons shredded the werewolf into strips of meat. Ignoring the screams and gunfire, he coiled on his next victim. He wouldn’t stop until he knew his mate was safe.
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      Sabrina had never seen anything as beautiful as Tobias’s dragon. When he’d shifted before at the museum, she hadn’t had a chance to really appreciate him. She’d been blinded by pain and suffering the effects of the Keetridge Solution. But now, as her father wrapped his arms around her and drew her back into the tunnel that led to his chambers, she saw him in all his glory. He was silvery white, like freshly fallen snow, with scales that reflected blue when the light hit them the right way. Long and lean, he snaked through their attackers, his massive talons clicking on the concrete as bullets bounced off his scales. Vampires scattered around him, their screams echoing through the great hall.

      When he turned, she saw his heart. Sapphire blue, the same color as his ring. It shone through his scales, surrounded by the glowing red of two fiery lungs.

      “Oh my goddess,” her father said once he’d succeeded in wrestling her into the shelter of the tunnel. “Where did you find him, Sabrina?”

      She glanced back at her father, whose eyes were glittering like it was Christmas morning. She had not expected this reaction from him.

      “Aren’t you angry?” she asked. “I’m mated to a shifter!”

      He laughed. “Angry?” He pointed his chin in Tobias’s direction. “He will make you the most powerful master in the world. Look at him. No one will ever challenge you again.”

      She did look, and what she saw was fierce. The wolf continued his assault, unloading his weapon directly at the dragon’s heart, but the bullets continued to bounce off Tobias’s scales. The guns the other wolves carried were equally ineffective. Tobias ripped him in two.

      Sabrina gasped as the second wolf threw down his ineffective gun and picked up Tristan’s discarded dagger. He lunged forward and stabbed Tobias in the front of his shoulder, no doubt aiming for his heart. The blade sank deep between his scales, but it didn’t slow the dragon down. He released a stream of fire, frying the wolf who’d stabbed him and sending a plume of heat through the tunnels.

      Her father laughed behind her.

      “Daddy, this is no time for mirth. Where is Aldrich? If he sees this…”

      Her father snorted. “That coward dematerialized for the surface the moment the first bullet was fired.”

      “Good. I don’t even want to think about what would happen if one of the Forebears saw this.” Actually, she wished more of her coven had dematerialized when the first shots rang out. It might have saved some lives. But they’d all been caught off guard, and dematerializing took focus.

      How dare Tristan bring this death into the coven? She scanned the great hall. The bodies of many vampires lay either dead or injured outside the circle where Tobias fought. She needed to help them.

      Thankfully, Tobias was almost done. There was only one wolf left. The one who had stabbed her. The wolf didn’t even try to run. There was nowhere to go. Vampires blocked every exit. With a pump of his wings, Tobias coiled and struck. The bite slashed the wolf in two. There was a pop and a crunch of bone. Tobias dropped the pieces of the corpse to the concrete before flattening them under his taloned foot.

      And then there were none. The beast circled, scanning the crowd. Vampires gasped and flinched back into the tunnels as the dragon sniffed and chuffed in their direction. Only when the beast seemed sure that every wolf was dead did it stop and sit like a well-trained dog.

      That’s when Sabrina noticed Tristan’s dagger still protruding from his shoulder. She pushed her father’s hands off her. “He needs me.” Rushing to Tobias’s side, she stopped short when he whipped his head around to look at her. She held up her hands. “It’s me. Let me help you.”

      His eyes were just as blue as when he was in his human form, although the pupils were narrow slits like a snake’s. He chuffed at her and lowered his head. She ran a hand along the bony protrusions that formed his face and the two horns above his ears.

      “Hold still,” she said. Then she grabbed the dagger and pulled. It took several tugs to free it from his flesh and the dragon whimpered. Bright red blood spurted onto her dress. She didn’t care. She pressed her hand over the wound.

      “Will it heal if you change back?” she asked. Her saliva could seal a human wound. She doubted it would work on scales.

      The dragon blinked, and then his flesh rippled and undulated like the churning sea. Curling in on himself, the beast was in one blink dragon, in the next man. A shimmer of white and blue coasted down Tobias’s skin, and then he looked human again. Human and naked in the center of a ring of gawking vampires.

      Calvin strode toward them, a dark, fur-lined cape in his hands and a smile on his face that lit up the room despite the steaming corpses that still marred it. He tossed the cape across Tobias’s shoulders.

      “You’re hurt.” Sabrina tried to reapply pressure to the wound.

      Tobias bent and dry heaved toward her feet.

      “Take him to my chambers,” Calvin said. “I will clean this up and arrange for care for the injured.” Sabrina ushered Tobias out of the room to the echo of her father’s voice shouting orders to the coven.

      “Your father didn’t kill me,” Tobias said.

      He was too pale. She had to get him somewhere private and stop the bleeding.

      “No one was more surprised about that than me. I think… I think he may like you.”

      She moved him into the guest bathroom off her father’s foyer and closed the door, then pushed the cape off his shoulders. His blood had flowed through her fingers and left her hand sticky. She rinsed her fingers off in the sink, then wet a washcloth to clean the wound.

      Tobias flopped against the wall and sank until his butt hit the floor. He was too pale. She watched his eyes flutter shut.

      “Tobias!” Straddling his legs, she knelt, pressing a clean towel to his wound. Her dress was in tatters around her thighs. She thought about taking it off, but it was covered in blood anyway. As much as she’d love to be naked with Tobias, at the moment she couldn’t get distracted.

      “Hold on. I have to clean away some of this excess blood before I can seal the wound. If I do it now—” Her eyes flicked to his. “Well, you know what will happen. And I need to keep my head on straight. So many of my people are injured… dead.” Her voice broke.

      “I’m sorry.”

      She tipped her head. “You did your part to avenge their deaths.” She concentrated on cleaning the wound.

      “I haven’t shifted that fast since I was in Paragon. I forgot what it was like.” His eyes met hers again, his lids heavy.

      “How did it feel?”

      “Like being turned inside out by a strong wind. I’m tired Sabrina. So tired.”

      “Hang in there. I’m going to help you. It’s pretty clean. Hold still. I’m going to seal this.” She brought her mouth to his wound and gave it a slow, languid lick. His blood, his flesh, tasted like ambrosia. His scent filled her lungs and sent a throb of need straight to her core. Her fangs dropped. She forced herself to pull away before she did something stupid like feed on him. She couldn’t afford to be passed out on the floor twenty minutes from now. She needed to make sure he was okay and then return to her people. They needed her. She was their master, and they had just experienced a major disaster.

      “Your heart is pounding.” His mouth curled into an exhausted grin. “Is that for me?”

      “Always.” She eyed the wound. It had stopped bleeding and was healing nicely, but she had to quell the urge to give it another lick.

      His hands came to rest on her hips, the touch hot through her dress. In a single heartbeat, her position straddling his lap went from one of necessity to feeling too good, too comfortable. She resisted sagging into him.

      “Sabrina… You told me it was too dangerous for us to be together. You thought there wasn’t room to be both coven master and to be in love. You told me to leave the city.” He gave a dark laugh and shook his head. “You thought your coven would kill me. I thought I’d never see you again.”

      “I know. I believed it. All of it. I was only thinking of you.” She sandwiched his face between her hands. “You were a big reason I did this… became master, I mean. Not the only reason. My people… obviously. But I knew if I wasn’t in charge, you’d be in danger. I guess I underestimated my father.” She chuckled. “He’s an enigma.”

      “What do you believe now? Because I can’t continue like this. You are my mate. For me, there can be no other female.”

      “I know,” she said. “I feel it.” Her hand pressed over her heart as if she could stop it from leaping out of her chest and running to him. The truth was, she’d bonded with him as well.

      He breathed a sigh of relief. He tugged on her hips, sliding her against him. “Say you’re mine. I need to hear it.”

      She touched her forehead to his and tried not to weep. “I am yours, and you are mine.”

      “Still?”

      “Still.”

      He grinned, his lips reaching for hers.

      She put a hand up. “Hold on, cowboy. You’re healed. You need to go home now. I have to help my coven. I’ll come to you after sunrise and we’ll talk… and things.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Oh, I look forward to all the things.” He helped her lift off him and rose to his feet. He was still naked. He retrieved the bloody cloak from the floor and wrapped it tighter around himself. “Take care of your coven. You’re a good leader. I love that about you. I love you, Sabrina.”

      The warmth that flowed through her made her feel like a light bulb that had just been switched on. “I love you too.”

      A kiss landed on her lips and he disappeared. Invisible, she realized. The door opened and he was gone.
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      Tobias dragged himself into his house, feeling numb and not from the cold. Actually, the snow had melted, and the morning was temperate by Chicago standards. He was numb because he knew that everything would change now. It had to. He’d exposed himself to the coven. Did that mean he’d be accepted as Sabrina’s mate? Or did it mean that tonight, after sunset, he’d be surrounded by vampires with pitchforks?

      The good news was Sabrina loved him. She’d admitted they were bound and couldn’t stay apart. But the initial buzz he’d gotten from that admission had worn off as he’d made his way through the tunnels to the surface. There were practicalities. Old laws.

      At least one worry was gone from his mind. He’d checked on Katelyn before returning home. Thankfully, she had not been harmed. Not that Tobias gave Tristan credit for that. No, he wasn’t sure why the people working for Tristan hadn’t followed through. He somehow doubted it had all been a bluff.

      As he turned the corner from the mudroom into the kitchen, a hiss from the general direction of the floor attracted his attention. Artemis arched her back and flicked her tail, guarding her domain like Cerberus at the gates of the underworld.

      “Et tu, Kitte?” he said, staring her down. “Do you think you could give me a break? Just this once?”

      The cat stopped hissing and crept closer, weaving between his legs. He bent down and gently picked her up, scratching her behind the ears. The kitten started to purr almost immediately. “Well, I’ll be damned. I guess you’re not the spawn of the devil after all.”

      Raven appeared in the doorway to the living room and stopped short. “By the goddess, there’s a sight I never thought I’d see.”

      “She took pity on me.”

      Raven gave him a once-over. Thankfully, he’d had athletic clothes in the gym bag in his trunk and had changed out of the cloak into a pair of sweats and a fleece. “Are you doing the walk of shame?”

      Tobias raised an eyebrow. “Something like that.”

      “Sabrina?”

      He tipped his head and laughed. “I wish it was under better circumstances. Her coven-mate abducted me and took me to her coronation where I thought I would be beheaded. Instead, her father set me free, I shifted into my dragon in under a millisecond for the first time in, oh, ever, and burned a gang of her werewolf rivals to extra-crispy dead. Well, technically I bit two in half.” He told her the entire story from the beginning, from Tristan’s trap, to the ceremony, to the wolves and even Katelyn.

      “Sweet mother of mercy!” Raven looked him over again, this time with an entirely different eye.

      “I’m fine. Just exhausted.”

      She leaned against the kitchen island. “Well, if it’s any help, I can solve one mystery for you. I warded Katelyn’s place at the same time I did Sabrina’s.”

      “Huh?”

      “I didn’t tell you because I knew how you felt about magic. But once you explained why Sabrina was in danger, it crossed my mind that they might target Katelyn. It wasn’t difficult to find her. She was all over the papers.”

      “Thank you.” Tobias lowered his head. “By the Mountain, Raven, thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. That’s what family is for.”

      Family. A warm feeling blossomed deep inside his chest and Tobias’s vision blurred. He rubbed the space over his heart and blinked away the swell of emotion.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      He sighed. “It’s just good to have a friend. You know, the worst part about all of this is, I’m still not sure where Sabrina and I stand. I mean, we’re mated. The two of us are… good. But her coven… She’s master now. I’ve exposed myself.”

      Raven took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “I’m sorry, Tobias.”

      “Yeah.” He stared at her for a minute, his fingers working in Artemis’s fur. “So what are you doing up?”

      A blush stained her cheeks as she opened up the freezer, then held up a new pint of Chunky Monkey. “Baby wants ice cream.”

      “It’s five in the morning.”

      She shrugged. “What baby wants, baby gets.”

      He stared at her for a beat, taking in her sock-monkey-print flannel pajamas. Those were new. One definitely did not need flannel pajamas in New Orleans. “Mind if I join you? I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep.”

      She opened the drawer and grabbed two spoons. Then she reached back in the freezer and retrieved a second pint of ice cream.

      “Damn, how many of those do you have in there?”

      “Twelve. Don’t judge me.” She handed him a pint and the spoon. He set Artemis down near his feet and took the frosty container before following her into the living room and sinking into one of the two wingback chairs.

      “Should I light the fire?” he asked, detesting the thought of standing up.

      “Fotiá.” With a flick of her finger, the flue opened and the logs inside the fireplace blazed to life.

      “Thanks.” He pried off the lid to his ice cream and dug in.

      “I think you should come to New York with us to look for Rowan.”

      Tobias dropped his spoon. It flipped off the edge of the carton and landed on the rug. He cursed.

      “Sorry,” Raven said. “Maybe this isn’t a good time.”

      With a slanted glance in her direction, he fished the spoon off the floor, wiped it on his pants, and took another bite.

      “It’s just that we need you. I know you said before that you didn’t believe us about your mother, but I think that’s changed now, hasn’t it? And if we stay together, we’ll be able to protect each other should the empress send another guardsman. When she sends another guardsman. We all know she will. Also, if and when we find Rowan, it will be easier to convince her of the truth if we’re together.”

      He sighed. “Don’t forget you’re going to need me to help with this pregnancy.”

      “Yes. Oh, Tobias, will you do it?”

      “Hold on there, witchy poo. I’m not saying that I’m giving up my life here to join the sibling-hunting circus with you guys, okay? And I’m certainly not leaving Sabrina. She’s my mate. I couldn’t leave her if I tried. Even if she pushes me away again, I’m in. I’ll wait as long as it takes for her to come back around.”

      “Of course. Yes. You’re mated. That’s understandable.” Raven’s face fell, and she stared into her ice cream.

      “What I am saying is, given what’s happened, maybe I’ll take a sabbatical. Go with you to New York for a few days. Be more available after that, in case something happens.”

      Raven reached out and squeezed his hand. “Really?”

      “Seeing Sabrina tonight, I get it. I get why she rose to master even though she doesn’t love everything that comes with the title. Sometimes fate calls us to be more than what we want to be. More than what we ever expected for ourselves. Like it or not, I’m an heir to Paragon. If Mother has done what it seems she’s done, maybe it’s time I rose too. I mean, Gabriel is the eldest. I don’t want to lead. I’m just saying, well, when it comes to you and Gabriel, I’m in too.”

      Raven sighed, looking far too happy about the turn of events. Her smile clashed with the general exhausted funk he was in and made her hard to be around. Everything was too up in the air. He needed his mate to tell him where they stood with the coven and what would happen next. He wouldn’t feel whole until she did.

      “I hope Sabrina knows what she has in you. You are an admirable man, Tobias.”

      He sighed. “Admirable me and my ice cream are going to bed. We can talk more in the morning. I’m sure Gabriel will want to rub my nose in my backpedaling and general compliance with your plan.”

      “Oh, no, Tobias. It’s not like that.”

      “Do you know your mate?” Tobias gave her a pacifying wink before climbing the stairs to the master bedroom. Only he found that when he got there, he couldn’t sleep in his bed. Sabrina had been in that bed, only days ago, naked and close and his. By the Mountain, she’d been his, if only for a night. He was afraid if he lay in it now without her, somehow he’d be jinxing himself. It was sunrise. If she was coming, she’d be there soon.

      He took a hot shower and then collapsed in the armchair near the window, turning on the TV to a DVR’d episode of The Great British Baking Show. His eyes fell on his ring. The sapphire held his dragon magic, magic he hadn’t used in centuries until recently, until Sabrina. A dragon loving a vampire wasn’t logical, but as Sabrina always told him, logic was overrated. He supposed it was time to believe in magic.

      He leaned his head against the back of the chair and drifted into oblivion.
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      “Keetridge Solution.” Sabrina pointed at the gritty edges of a wound on a dead vampire. “They didn’t stand a chance. Without human blood, they had no defense against the necrosis.”

      “Some are still alive. Should we call the witch?” her father asked.

      She raced to the next victim, a young female vamp with a wound in her stomach. “Hold still. I’m going to help you.” Sabrina dug in her wound with a pair of forceps and tore a bullet from her flesh. The vampire cried out and bared her fangs. Sabrina handed her a bag of blood and watched her wound heal as fast as she could drink it.

      She held the bullet up so her father could see it clearly.

      “Silver,” he said.

      “It looks like the amount of solution Tristan stole from us didn’t go very far. He augmented with silver and probably wood. That means we can save some of them. Go get more blood. I’ll extract any bullets left in the wounded.”

      Her father didn’t move. It suddenly dawned on her that this was the first time she’d ever ordered him to do anything. When she turned her head to look at him, he simply smiled proudly before taking off in the direction of the blood.

      It took hours to treat the remaining injured vampires. After everything, the stockpile of blood that she had created by working among humans for so long had been a lifesaver. Without it, the vampires would have still healed, but it would’ve taken time and left them vulnerable. This way they’d be back to normal by the time they woke up at nightfall.

      As the sun rose above the tunnels, her younger patients fell asleep. While she’d felt the sunrise warm her blood from forty feet up, the sinking draw that rendered them dead until nightfall did not have the same effect on her. Her father wobbled on his feet as he handed her the next bag.

      “Go to bed, Father. I’ll finish.”

      “But…”

      “Go. I’m too exhausted to carry you if you fall here.”

      He nodded, then slowly trudged toward his chambers. Sabrina handled the rest on her own, providing transfusions when needed and making sure each of her charges was safely in their coffin. She had to carry the last of the wounded to their beds herself.

      When she was done, she took a shower in the apartment that would soon be hers and put on jeans and her softest sweater. She was so exhausted she could hardly stand up, but she refused to give in to the draw of sleep. She’d promised Tobias she’d go to him. After what he’d done for her today, she needed to see him. Needed to tell him how much he meant to her.

      With every ounce of energy she had left, she dematerialized to his room. After taking a second to orient herself, she saw him sleeping in his chair, an empty pint of ice cream in his hands. She gently removed it and placed it on the end table. Should she wake him? He’d overdone things tonight. She’d watched him explode out of his own skin like the charge of a grenade. No, she’d let him sleep. He needed it.

      Although she wondered if she should move him to the bed, ultimately she wasn’t sure she’d be strong enough in her current state. Instead, she crawled under the covers and curled on her side. She’d be here when he woke.

      Hours passed in the blink of an eye. When Sabrina woke again, it was twilight and Tobias was standing over her, staring at her with frozen, stiff limbs. The only things that were moving were his eyelids. He kept blinking, closing his eyes tightly and then opening them again.

      “Tobias,” she whispered.

      “Are you really here?”

      She smiled at him and scooted over to make room for him in bed. “I didn’t want to wake you, and I didn’t think I could lift you.”

      His biceps stretched the soft gray T-shirt he was wearing as he scrubbed his face with his hands. But instead of climbing into bed beside her, he sat back down in the chair. “I was afraid you wouldn’t come.”

      “Why? I told you I would.” She climbed from the bed and moved to kneel in front of him.

      “You need to tell me where we stand with your coven. Your father didn’t kill me today, but I exposed myself. What happens now? I don’t think I can handle you telling me we can’t be together.”

      She cradled his hands between her own. “No. That’s not what I came to tell you.” She could feel distance like a trench between them. She had done this, pushed him away one too many times. What did she expect? He was self-protecting.

      “Thank you for what you did today,” she said softly. She had to start somewhere. “You saved my people.”

      He swallowed. “I was proud of you. Your coven needs you. You’re a good leader.”

      She took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “Tobias, I will never forget what you did for us.”

      “Right. But you can’t see me anymore because now your people want to kill me. They’ll probably surround the house with torches as soon as the sun sets.”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “Before my father tasted your blood, I told him you were my mate. After you left, he explained it was the primary reason he covered for you. My coven knows what you are, and they are thankful for you. And the ones who aren’t thankful fear you. I don’t think they pose a threat.”

      He rubbed his thumb over hers. “What does that mean for us?”

      “When vampires mate, they mate for life. The bond between mated pairs is so strong that if one dies, the other usually commits suicide or dies of grief. It is considered a crime among our kind to separate a mated pair.”

      “But mating with a dragon…”

      “Is normally forbidden; however, given the circumstances, my father gave us his blessing. I’m master now. I didn’t need it. But I am thankful for it.”

      Tobias’s breath hitched, his palms rubbing nervously against his thighs. “Which means?”

      “As master, I have a level of control over my coven I didn’t have before. The longer I am master, the stronger that control becomes. Tristan was able to challenge me after my coronation because my father had excommunicated him from the coven. Those vampires who remain have accepted me. That means what I say goes. And frankly, after last night, it would take a very strong vampire to challenge us.”

      “Us. There’s an us in this story?”

      “My father sees our mating as a benefit to our coven. You are a protector and as my mate would never turn on us. I know it’s not flattering to be thought of as a guard dog. I don’t approve of that, but my father is a man from a different time. You should have seen his face when you shifted. It was like he’d discovered a new toy.”

      “I think I saw it when he tasted my blood.” Tobias’s breath quickened.

      “I should have foreseen it actually. In hindsight it seems so clear. My own birth was a result of my father breaking the rules. He wasn’t supposed to mate with a human, but he did. I guess the heart wants what it wants.”

      “What do you want, Sabrina?” His eyes twinkled.

      She sat back on her heels. She was already on her knees; she might as well do what she came to do. Her eyes shifted downward to the place a shadow stretched across the floor and she steadied herself.

      “I couldn’t stop myself from loving you, Tobias. It’s what I was born to do. And if you love me too, there’s something I need to ask you.”

      He gave a light, breathy laugh. “If it’s not clear that I love you, I’ve done something very, very wrong.”

      “I need to ask you if you’ll become my consort.” She bit her lip and fisted her hands.

      Tobias blinked.

      “It’s an official role within the coven. You’d be crowned and expected to help me rule, at my side.”

      “I know what a consort is. We had them in Paragon. I’d be Prince Philip to your Queen Elizabeth.”

      “Yes. I know it’s a huge sacrifice.” Sabrina rushed on when Tobias gave her a strange, bewildered look. “It’s a full-time role. You’d have to leave the hospital. Not forever, mind you. I won’t be master forever. But as long as you rule by my side, it has to be your first priority. And you’d have to live with me, underground. I know that’s probably scary…”

      She stopped talking. Silence uncoiled between them and took an unhurried stretch. He wasn’t saying anything, just staring at her.

      “Tobias? Say something. If it’s too much, just tell me.”
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      Tobias rolled the idea around in his head. He couldn’t escape the irony that when he’d left Paragon, the last thing he’d wanted was to rule. But here he was, considering a royal position over Sabrina’s people. He hated politics. Had never thought of himself as a warrior or a protector of any kind. But maybe he’d underestimated himself. Knowing Sabrina and following her journey had made him respect the fortitude it took to step up to a challenge. She hadn’t loved the idea of becoming master, but she’d felt a responsibility to her people.

      “Tobias?”

      He shook his head as if waking himself from a dream. There was only one answer. He would not give her up for anything. “Yes.”

      “Yes?” Sabrina let out a shaky breath. “You don’t mind giving up your job and living underground?”

      “I will always be a healer, Sabrina, but as far as leaving the hospital now, I think it’s the right time. Over the centuries, I’ve had to change my identity every thirty years or so. I’ve been Dr. Winthrop for long enough. This is as good a time as any.”

      “Really?”

      “And honestly, I was considering a break anyway so that I’d be freed up to help Gabriel and Raven if they need it—to find Rowan and help with the baby.”

      “You can still do that. I’ll arrange it.” She squeezed his hands.

      “As for living underground, I was born and raised in the belly of a mountain. Your tunnels are not that different.”

      Another breath rushed from her lungs, her lips spreading into a smile. “So, you’re saying…”

      “Yes. Yes, Sabrina, I will become your consort.”

      Her hands landed on his face and then her mouth was on his. He collided with her. Everything he was he threw in her direction: his heart, his soul, what was left of his courage. And she caught him, fingers in his hair, limbs tangled with his. He was rough and ready, his capacity to be gentle long past. His ache for her had become pain, a hungry need demanding to be fed. Gripping the edge of her sweater, he pulled back from the kiss. She gasped for breath as he pulled it over her head.

      Eager hands found the tie on his pajama pants and she eased them down, over his erection. He gripped the arms of the chair when she took him into her mouth, her tongue worshipping his hard length with long, languid strokes. The purr he rewarded her with shook his entire body. As she started to move, licking and sucking, talons emerged from his knuckles and buried themselves in the upholstered arms of the chair.

      Only her eyes lifted to meet his. Goddess, she was a rare queen, a precious warrior, both steel and silk. A fang stroked along the side of his shaft. He trembled. When she pulled him in deep once again, an orgasm tore through him like a storm.

      He thought his heart would burst at the seams. So much pleasure, a sharp edge after all the pain, after feeling torn in two for so long. He reached for her and pulled her into his lap.

      “By the Mountain, Sabrina.” He caressed her face, her neck, her waist. “Say you’re mine. I need to hear it.”

      Hands on his face, she looked him directly in the eye. “I’m yours, Tobias, entirely and completely. For always.” His body shuddered against hers, his eyes closing with the low animalistic whimper that escaped him.

      “Oh,” she said, as she felt him stir beneath her. “You’re ready again?”

      He opened his eyes and raised an eyebrow. “It’s a dragon thing. I haven’t shown you all my tricks.”

      In a heartbeat, he’d set her on her feet and stripped his T-shirt over his head, his wings punching out, shining silver in the window’s light. One beat of those wings and she was on the bed. Another and her clothes were history. His fingers found her center. She arched into his hand.

      “I think I’m going to like these so-called tricks,” she said.

      He smiled down at her, his wings arching out to fill the room.

      He entered her slowly, sliding his hand under her shoulders to cradle her head. When he’d finally filled her, he paused. “I am yours, Sabrina. Forever and always.”

      As their souls connected, it felt like going home. That’s what this was. There were no other words for what was happening in his heart. He followed her into the light, wrapped her in the shelter of his wings, and knew without a doubt that they were bound.
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      “And then Sabrina put a crown on my head!”

      Gabriel listened to Tobias tell the story again about how he’d been crowned consort to the master of the Lamia Coven and rolled his eyes. His brother had not stopped talking about it since they’d left Chicago. He watched Raven in the rearview mirror as she attentively nodded her head. His mate had more patience than he did.

      “I’m telling you, the crown was heavy. You wouldn’t think by looking at it that rubies and solid gold would be that heavy, but it was. I spent the entire night wondering when I could take it off, but there were so many vampires to meet. Everyone wanted to kiss my hand. I—”

      “Tobias,” Gabriel interrupted. “Am I to assume you’ll be putting your house up for sale?”

      “The Realtor is bringing the sign on Monday. That’s okay, right? Raven said it was time for you guys to move on.”

      Gabriel grunted his agreement, keeping one eye on the New York City traffic. “If Scoria was in communication with the empress, she will know his last breath was taken in your living room. It’s best we are all moving on. Especially considering your new role and our mission to find our brethren.”

      “By the way, Artemis is coming with us,” Raven said.

      Gabriel swerved and someone honked. He straightened the wheel. “The cat? Why?”

      “She can’t live underground. The vampire tunnels are no place for a cat. Someone might accidentally eat her.”

      Tobias cleared his throat. “It’s true. The tunnels don’t suffer a single rat for a reason.”

      “Plus I’m beginning to think of her as my familiar. She inspires me.” Raven smiled at him in the rearview mirror.

      He grumbled his consent.

      Raven turned back to Tobias. “Anyway, my sister will become homicidal if I don’t return to New Orleans to plan my wedding with her.”

      “Aren’t you afraid that’s the first place our mother will look for you?” Tobias asked.

      “Not really,” she answered. “I think the first place will be where Scoria died. But just in case, Gabriel has someone working on buying a new place for us under a false name in the Garden District. If all goes well, I’ll have protective wards on the house before we set foot in it. We’ll be hidden in plain sight from anyone who means us harm.”

      “Smart.”

      “Is this the building, brother?” Gabriel asked, pulling up to the curb in front of a white brick townhouse with three large rows of windows.

      Tobias gave the place a once-over. “It’s been updated since the last time I was here. But I think we’re in the right place.”

      Gabriel parked and climbed out. He hadn’t been to New York in decades, and Manhattan was not an area he’d spent any length of time in. Still, he could see his sister being happy here. An older woman in a fur coat passed him on the street, her chin high, her little floppy-haired dog following behind her. Was that a diamond-studded collar around its neck?

      “She reminds me of Agnes,” Raven said.

      Gabriel had to agree.

      “Let me buzz Rowan. It will be better if she hears my voice first,” Tobias said. He jogged up the stairs to the collection of mailboxes in front of the door and pressed a button.

      “Looks like an apartment building,” Gabriel said.

      “I think it is.” Raven inspected the place more closely. “I see boxes for four units.

      “That’s unexpected,” Gabriel murmured.

      “Why?” Raven turned to look at him.

      Gabriel chuckled. “My sister was always a diva. The only girl among nine children. I’m surprised she’s living in an apartment and not a castle somewhere in rural upstate New York.”

      “You and Tobias were drawn to the city.” Raven frowned. “Why wouldn’t Rowan be?”

      Gabriel rubbed his cheek. He’d never thought about it before. “In essence, New Orleans sprouted up around me. I’m sure Tobias would say the same thing about Chicago. When we settled, our cities weren’t like they are today, and after a while, a place becomes home. You change your surname. Sometimes your appearance. The bigger the city, the easier it is to be forgotten without ever really leaving.”

      Raven took his hand and threaded her fingers in his. “I’m sure Rowan feels the same way.”

      “Can I help you?” a woman’s voice called through the speaker. It didn’t sound like Rowan, but Gabriel hadn’t heard her voice in centuries.

      “I’m looking for Rowan Turner,” Tobias said toward the speaker.

      “How do you know Rowan?”

      Tobias glanced toward Gabriel, then back at the intercom. “I’m her brother.”

      “Hold on a minute.”

      The intercom went dead. Tobias shrugged. A few minutes later the door opened and an older woman in a robin’s-egg-blue pantsuit and perfectly coiffed hairdo appeared on the doorstep. “You’re Rowan’s brother?”

      Tobias nodded. “Is she here?”

      The woman pushed the door open wider, glancing at Gabriel and Raven. “Come in.”

      Tobias explained that Gabriel and Raven were friends of the family before following the woman inside. “I’m sorry, but who are you?”

      “My name is Mrs. Fernhall. I own this building.” She gestured for them to enter a well-appointed apartment.

      Gabriel took a seat between Raven and Tobias on the sofa, growing more confused by the minute.

      “Mrs. Fernhall, where is my sister?” Tobias rested his elbows on his knees.

      Mrs. Fernhall coupled her hands and sat down in the chair on the other side of the coffee table. She cleared her throat. “I am sorry to be the one to have to tell you this, but Rowan was killed in a terrible accident three months ago.”

      Raven gasped. Gabriel squeezed her hand. He wished he could tell her that as an immortal, it was very unlikely that Rowan was indeed dead, but that wouldn’t be prudent at the moment.

      “What type of accident?” Gabriel asked.

      The old woman cleared her throat. “May I be frank with you?”

      “Please,” Tobias said. “Rowan and I haven’t been in touch in some time. I’d like to understand.”

      She nodded. “Rowan told me as much.”

      “Then you knew her?” Raven asked.

      “Yes. I lived upstairs. We were neighbors, and friends.” She rubbed her hands together. “Rowan was under investigation for theft, accused of stealing a large jewel from a rather famous collection. The owner said he had proof. The night after she was interviewed by the police, she leaped in front of a subway train and was killed instantly.”

      Gabriel forced his face to remain impassive, although inside he was laughing. Rowan had most definitely not been killed by a subway train. He glanced at Tobias, who was hiding his chuckle behind his hands, disguising it as a sob. Unfortunately, Raven’s tears were real. He put an arm around her and kissed the side of her head.

      “Shh, It’s okay,” he whispered in her ear. When she looked at him, he winked discreetly. She wiped under her eyes.

      “I am sorry for your loss,” Mrs. Fernhall said. “She was quite dear to me. We were neighbors for a number of years.”

      Tobias took a deep, Oscar-worthy breath and blew it out slowly. “Did she leave anything behind? Anything for us to remember her by?”

      “After her funeral, I donated most of her clothing to the local shelter, but there was a box of personal items I saved in case you came. She spoke of you.” Mrs. Fernhall shook her head. “I’ll get it.”

      The woman left the room and returned a few moments later with a banker’s box. Tobias accepted it and removed the lid. Gabriel perused the contents over his shoulder. Pictures. A diary. What appeared to be a wooden jewelry box engraved with a dragon. He replaced the cover.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Fernhall,” Tobias said. “I need to go now. I’m sure you understand.” He rubbed his chest for effect.

      “Of course.” They all rose in unison and followed her to the door. “If there is anything else I can do…”

      “We know where to find you,” Tobias said solemnly.

      Gabriel followed him down the front steps. When they were safely back inside the car, Raven slapped him on the shoulder. “What gives? Is Rowan really dead?”

      The brothers broke into laughter, shaking their heads.

      “No. Definitely not,” Gabriel said.

      Tobias rubbed his mouth. “But this does complicate things. It appears Rowan got caught hoarding some jewels and decided to go into hiding.”

      Gabriel nodded, turning the key in the ignition. “And a dragon in hiding is almost impossible to find.”
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      Aldrich, vampire elder, returned to the nest of the Forebears, wringing his hands. He’d arranged for his coffin to be transported to the old country on a day flight direct from O’Hare. He’d traveled through the night hours to make it to the castle in the forests of Romania before sunrise. Now, deep within the bowels of the underground fortress concealed there, he was exhausted and wondered if he was doing the right thing.

      It was risky business consulting with the other elders. Many had withdrawn from society ages ago and had feral tempers as well as appetites. But the news he carried must be shared. If he was found to have harbored this secret, his life would be worth little. He’d be thrown out into the sun.

      He stood outside the door to the chambers of the eldest Forebear, the one whose voice on the matter would not be denied. A less risky venture would have been to bother one of the younger ones. Like him, they had power, but not absolute power. They would want to learn more about the situation and consult with each other on what to do. Not Turgun. Not the ancient one. His word was law, and he was frightfully decisive.

      Inside the room, Aldrich could see Turgun’s lanky limbs draped motionless in his chair. His nails and hair had grown long, his body thinned. Aldrich wondered how long it had been since he’d moved. It was not uncommon for the older ones to get bored with life and allow themselves to go dormant. A servant had started a fire in the grate. At least it was warm in the room. The vampire must have some feeling left to care about the temperature.

      “Master Turgun, I bring word from the New World,” Aldrich said.

      At first the vampire didn’t move anything but his eyes. But slowly his fingers stretched. Turgun’s joints cracked. His tendons popped.

      “You need blood, my lord.” Aldrich rang the bell near the door. A servant boy came running and offered his neck to the vampire. When Turgun barely moved, the boy crawled onto the lap of the ancient one and pressed his throat against the vampire’s mouth. The strike was clean, the drinking efficient, and Aldrich watched the life drain from the boy in a merciful minute.

      Turgun’s cheeks plumped. His hair transformed from a thin gray mess to sleek chestnut waves. Muscle formed where before there was only bone. Renewed, Turgun stood from his throne and allowed the boy to slip from his lap onto the floor. A cloud of dust billowed from his flesh. He brushed off the sleeves of his starched white shirt. It wasn’t lost on Aldrich that Turgun was dressed appropriately for the Victorian era. He’d been asleep for a very long time.

      “Call someone to deal with that, will you, Aldrich?” he rasped, pointing at the boy. “And then bring me another. I’m famished.”

      “Of course, my lord.” Aldrich tugged at the bell outside the door again. “But there is something I must speak with you about. It is of dire importance.”

      “Then speak. I did not awaken for idle chitchat.” He crossed to the bar at the edge of the room and poured himself a draft of mead from a large barrel.

      “While I was in Chicago inaugurating the new master of the Lamia Coven, the vampires there were attacked by werewolves.”

      Turgun finished his pint and scoffed. “Nothing unusual about that. Why wake me for such nonsense? We’ve been at war with the wolves for centuries.”

      “It is not the wolves that worry me. It is how they survived the attack. They were protected by a dragon.”

      Turgun set down his stein. “You are mistaken, Aldrich. Dragons are extinct. The coven likely used a witch to create an illusion.”

      “I saw it with my own eyes. I witnessed the man shift myself!” When the wolves had attacked, Aldrich had dematerialized into one of the tunnels and watched the entire tragedy unfold from his hiding place. He kept that part to himself. Turgun might think him cowardly, but the ancient one did not understand what it was like in the real world. Aldrich had done what he needed to keep himself safe. “Furthermore, Calvin Bishop was not able to discern the dragon’s blood. He’d tasted it earlier in the night and determined the male to be human. The vampire was as surprised as I when the male prisoner shifted into the beast. The dragon was enormous, my lord, and absolutely deadly. It blew fire and it ate one of the wolves.”

      “A prisoner. Interesting. And you are sure this wasn’t an illusion?”

      “No illusion can tear a wolf in half.”

      “Hmm. It is no surprise Calvin failed to know the dragon. How could one discern the blood of a creature that has been extinct for millennia? Are you sure of what you saw?”

      “I would not waste your time with speculation. I’ve brought you proof.”

      Turgun’s eyes widened. Aldrich pulled out his phone and turned it so Turgun could see. The ancient one hissed. He hated technology, but this could not be helped. For once, Aldrich was happy to be the youngest of the Forebears and the most familiar with modern trappings. Calling up the video he’d taken from his hiding place in the tunnels, he pressed Play.

      Turgun growled as the dragon appeared on screen, tearing the wolves to bits. The scaled beast’s roar was frightening, even from his phone’s small speaker. “It’s true. A dragon… among our kind.”

      “As I said, my lord.”

      “Where is this dragon now?”

      “I do not know. I had to flee for my life.”

      “Goddess! You were right to bring this to me.” Turgun tapped the screen to play the video again. “We must wake the others.”

      “Which ones?” Aldrich asked.

      Turgun met his gaze, sweeping a hand across his beard. “All of them.”

      Aldrich clutched his chest although his heart had stopped beating long ago. “All of them?”

      “Where there is one dragon, there are others, Aldrich. This is a serious threat to our kind. Put out word immediately to all covens: favor to anyone who captures or kills a dragon, by order of the Forebears. Share with them what you have seen.”

      Aldrich bowed low. “Yes, my lord.”
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      She was supposed to be dead.

      Rowan felt remarkably spry for a corpse. But then she’d died multiple times since coming to America over three hundred years ago. New identities were necessary for an immortal. Every so often Rowan would shed her proverbial skin and start over with a new last name, a new address, a new life. It was easier to do in New York. The city that never slept rarely slowed down to notice one mysterious woman with unfinished business or the fate of one of her identities.

      She wasn’t a thief, but Rowan had come to steal.

      A dragon was born with a certain set of instincts. Keen observation was one of them. A natural affinity for anything rare and valuable was another. For example, Rowan had spotted the teardrop-shaped blue diamond around Camilla Stevenson’s neck from across a crowded gallery—an example of her keen observation skills. Understanding that the stone was, in fact, the six-carat Raindrop of Heaven, sold at auction recently for $1.2 million? That was her talent for recognizing the rare and valuable.

      She didn’t need the money.

      Rowan was rich. Very rich. It wasn’t cash luring her up the path to the white brick mansion in the Hamptons, an enchanted lockpick weighing down her pocket. It had more to do with her history as an exiled princess of Paragon than any financial motive. She’d witnessed her brother’s murder at the hands of her uncle before she was cast into this world, and Rowan had no patience for corruption. What the wealthy Gerald Stevenson and his wife Camilla had done made them the exact type of elitist scum that drove Rowan to distraction. She’d steal the diamond not for its value but for revenge.

      For a human, playing Robin Hood in the Hamptons would be a ticket to the slammer. The place was crawling with security, and there was only one gated drive in and out of the property. Humans, though, couldn’t make themselves invisible. Nor could they fly.

      Besides, there was no better alibi than being dead.

      The night hummed a familiar tune. Crickets chirped, insectile lovers calling to each other from the grasses; the waves brushed the beach in a soft caress behind her; and a warm spring breeze off the Atlantic rustled the branches of the hawthorn trees that grew along the main drive.

      “Thank you, Harriet,” she murmured as she slid the enchanted lockpick into the lock of the french doors at the back of the Stevensons’ home. It was a sophisticated lock. Stevenson was a real estate developer and was no dummy when it came to home security. But security systems had their limitations. For example, most weren’t able to record an invisible intruder or detect a lockpick charmed with ancient English Traveller magic.

      The door parted like the lips of an eager lover, and she slipped into the dark interior. No alarm. No dog. That was fortunate. A few lights were on, but she knew no one was home. Gerald and Camilla were hosting one of the biggest political fund-raising events in the city that evening. How could they effectively rezone and gentrify every part of Manhattan if they didn’t consistently line the pockets of their political allies?

      Fucking assholes.

      The gem practically sang to her from the master bedroom on the second floor. It was time to save the jewel from the Stevensons’ filthy hands. She trailed down the hall, allowing her invisibility to fade to conserve energy. Invisibility and flight took their toll; she’d need that energy for the journey home.

      The hardwood creaked beneath her feet. Rowan paused outside the bedroom. A delicious scent she’d never smelled before met her nose, sandalwood and dark spice. She breathed deeply and felt her eyes roll back in her head at the intoxicating fragrance. What the hell was that?

      A fine shiver traveled through her body, straight to her core. Whatever it was, she wanted to roll in it. She made a mental note to find out where Gerald Stevenson bought his cologne. It couldn’t be Camilla’s. It was too masculine. Too heady. It took effort to pull herself together, but she managed to slip into the master bedroom and refocus on the task at hand. The Raindrop of Heaven wasn’t going to steal itself.

      The room was a white-walled wonder with decor that belonged in the Museum of Modern Art. At its center, a bed the size of a barge was flanked by two twisted wire sculptures worth more than most people’s yearly salary. No doubt they were paid for in cash. People like the Stevensons loved to use art as a way to launder their wealth and evade the taxman. All the more reason they were overdue for some bad luck.

      And she planned to deliver it.

      Once she oriented herself, she found the door Harriet had described in her vision and had to smile at the Traveller’s accuracy. The best decision she’d ever made was to save her dear friend from tuberculosis in 1904 with the gift of her tooth. She’d never regretted using dragon magic to bind herself to the powerful Traveller whose psychic gifts and practical magic rivaled any witch’s. Harriet’s friendship had proved priceless over the years, and her magical abilities had come in useful on more than one occasion.

      The Stevensons’ giant walk-in closet was built of cedar and had a convenient keypad on the jewelry drawer that served as a safe. Rowan held the lockpick against the keypad and watched the keys glow purple, one at a time. The magic revealed which numbers to push and in what order, and she enthusiastically followed its suggestions. The drawer popped open with a hiss.

      The Raindrop of Heaven winked up at her from a bed of blue velvet. She caressed the cool facets of the diamond before plucking it from its cushion along with two matching earrings. She shoved the lot in the zippered pouch around her waist, pure satisfaction curling the corners of her lips.

      Take that, you corrupt piece of shit.

      Rowan’s nostrils flared. The delicious smell from the hall was back, even stronger than before. Cloves and sandalwood. Her inner dragon stirred and licked its lips. She whirled to find a man standing in the bedroom behind her, staring at her through the open door to the walk-in closet. A bear of a man, big, rough, and all male. He scratched the stubble on his jaw, amaretto-colored like his hair, and scanned her with eyes the gray of stormy seas. His arms crossed over the chest of his sport coat, and his head cocked to the side.

      She cursed under her breath. She’d been so distracted by the smell, she’d forgotten to make herself invisible again. Too late now. He’d seen her. The real her.

      Thankfully, he was alone. She could handle one man. It wouldn’t be pretty, but she could handle him. Their eyes met.

      In a voice edged in grit, he asked, “Who the fuck are you?”
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      Detective Nick Grandstaff stared at the woman in the Stevensons’ closet and tried to decide if she was real or a lovely hallucination. He was leaning toward hallucination. After all, he’d been awake for going on twenty-four hours now, and she was too perfect to be real. Only a figment of his imagination could strike all his personal erotic notes. Long, dark waves cascaded down her back. Silky. Shiny. Touchable. He imagined his fingers buried in that hair. He’d startled her, and when she turned toward him, her amber eyes overwhelmed him as if he’d stared into the sun. And oh God, her curves. Curves for days. Curves that made his palms itch to touch her.

      “I’m a friend of Camilla’s,” Fantasy Woman said, moving toward him. She folded her hands innocently in front of her hips. “She said I could borrow a pair of shoes.”

      He snorted. After years working as a homicide detective, Nick was a human lie detector. He could hear the lie in her voice as clearly as if the words came out of her mouth colored red. Whoever this woman was, she was up to no good.

      “I wasn’t aware Camilla had any friends.”

      Fantasy Woman laughed through her nose as if she couldn’t help herself. He thought he might die from the thrill the sound sent through his body.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Nick.” He frowned. She was supposed to be giving him information, not the other way around.

      She inhaled deeply. Those amber eyes narrowed on him. Bedroom eyes. Soul-stealing eyes. Goddamn, she was sexy. He felt her presence warm his bones like a tropical breeze.

      “What are you?”

      “Detective,” he mumbled. What the hell was with the oversharing? He mentally shook himself.

      “Detective Nick.” Her gaze flicked down to the gun holstered under his shoulder. “If you know what kind of people Camilla and Gerald are, why are you here?” Again, she inhaled, leaning toward him. Did he stink? It had been a long night. He resisted the urge to sniff himself.

      “Look, sweetheart, I’m on duty here. Security. You need to tell me your full name. Nobody cleared you to be here. I’m going to have to call this in and get a verbal confirmation from Camilla.”

      One of her hands reached out to dance her blood-red nails across the tops of Camilla’s shoes. Goddamn, he could imagine how those nails would feel on his skin. Gently trailing down his chest. Digging into his back. He shifted, wishing he had something to hold in front of his pants. He needed a cold shower and to get his brain out of fantasyland.

      Ignoring his request for a name, she hooked her long, elegant fingers into a pair of black Louboutins. The overhead light glinted off her ring as she removed the shoes from the shelf. That thing was a monster. Anyone who could afford a ruby of that size didn’t need to be borrowing anyone else’s shoes. Close now, she looked at him through her lashes and waved the shoes as if they were all the explanation he should need to let her go. He blocked the door with his body.

      “Easy enough to clear this up,” he said. “I’ll give Camilla a shout.” He raised his phone to his ear.

      In the blink of an eye, her hand wrapped around his wrist and squeezed. He paused, his finger hovering over the Call button. Her touch sent a delicious rush through him that made his cock twitch. He lowered the phone.

      “Did you know the Stevensons’ actions are shutting down a community center that serves at-risk kids?” She glared at him. “How can you defend people like that?”

      “Huh?” All he could see was her lips. All that existed was her perfume, a smoky citrus-and-cinnamon scent that drove him wild. His breath hitched.

      “Camilla and Gerald bought the land out from under them. They’re shutting it down. Over a hundred needy kids use that facility. It’s a lifeline for some of them. You know how guys like Stevenson work. He’ll probably turn it into a Baby Gap.”

      Nick swallowed. He’d been an at-risk kid himself at one time and had spent many afternoons inside his local community center. While he wasn’t aware of the specific scenario, he’d be the last one to approve of such a thing. Still, it didn’t matter. Although he sympathized, she didn’t belong here, and it hadn’t escaped his notice that she still hadn’t told him her damn name.

      “I don’t know anything about that.” He planted his hand on the doorframe, boxing her in. “Tell me who you are now and I’ll clear this mess up with Camilla.” He suspected she wasn’t there for shoes, but he wished she was, wished there was a reason he could let her go and maybe get her number while he was at it.

      He blinked and she was gone, ducked under his arm. She strolled through the bedroom toward the doors to the balcony. Damn, she moved fast. And as he looked back into the closet, he could see why. A jewelry drawer was open and whatever had been inside was gone, three empty impressions in the blue velvet.

      He whirled and drew his gun, leveling it on the woman. “Stop!”

      “Are you going to shoot me, Detective? For borrowing shoes?” Her red lips spread into a smile.

      “Drop the shoes and put your hands up,” he said firmly. “Don’t make this harder than it needs to be.”

      She set the shoes down on the bed and opened the doors to the balcony. The ocean breeze coasted in around her, delivering another dose of her scent to his nostrils. He loosened his grip on his gun. He wasn’t worried. She was unarmed, and there was nowhere for her to go.

      “You can’t get out that way, ma’am,” he said, his voice thick. “You’re too high up to jump without injuring yourself. Step back into the room and let’s talk about this. Tell me who you are.”

      She backed onto the balcony and flashed him a wicked grin. “I’m a ghost.”

      Nick almost discharged his weapon. In the blink of an eye, his fantasy woman completely disappeared.
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      Nick Grandstaff found himself in Gerald Stevenson’s world-class kitchen with a vague memory that there was something he’d forgotten, something important. His mind felt cloudy, and the faintest scent of oranges lingered in his nostrils. He rubbed his temples and concentrated. Nothing but brain fog. What the hell was he doing in here?

      Jesus Christ, was that an espresso machine or a space ship? His stomach growled. Maybe he’d been hungry. That didn’t make sense—he never ate on the job, especially not his client’s food.

      He turned on his heel and returned to the family room. Rounds, he was doing rounds. Shaking his head, he gave his neck a hard rub. He had a splitting headache. Fuck, this thing was a migraine. He could hardly think.

      Methodically, he walked through each room in the mansion. When he reached the master bedroom, his temple throbbed and his gut twisted. He’d seriously have to hit the ibuprofen when he got back to the security desk. Everything was in order. Balcony doors closed and locked, weird art still overlooking the bed in a creepy way that made him question the Stevensons’ sanity, nothing amiss on the balcony or in the massive bathroom or walk-in closet that was as big as his apartment. His eyes fell on the bedspread.

      It was rumpled like someone had sat down or tossed something on top. It wasn’t like that before. During his first walk-through, he’d thought the beds were so tightly made you could bounce a quarter off the top. He frowned. Nothing else was out of place.

      At a jog, he surveyed the interior of the house, then locked up tight before inspecting the grounds on his way back to the security office in the guardhouse at the property entrance. He didn’t find anything peculiar. Head pounding, he slipped into the guardhouse and pulled up the video surveillance. The Stevensons didn’t have a camera in the bedroom, but they had one in the hall. Maybe he could see something.

      He selected the file and navigated back to the time he’d started his last tour of the property, 1:00 a.m. At 12:59, the hall camera picked up a tightly made bed, as he’d remembered. He kept watching. He should appear at any moment. The picture froze, then blipped. The bedspread rumpled. He looked down at the time. One o’clock. He backed up. Unrumpled. Rumpled.

      He checked the other security files. Every room empty but the ones he’d been in. No one had come in or out. Another stab of pain pierced his frontal cortex. Fuck, this was ridiculous. He pulled open a drawer and dispensed a dose of Excedrin into his palm, washing the pills down with coffee he’d left on the desk before he’d walked rounds. It was cold and stale.

      While he waited for the fuckers to kick in, he leaned back in his chair and advanced the digital recording slowly back and forth again. Exactly as before. Not rumpled. Rumpled. What the fuck? Did the Stevensons have a cat? A ridiculously powerful air-conditioning unit?

      It didn’t matter, did it, as long as the thing he was hired to protect remained. He wouldn’t be able to rest unless he knew for sure that rumple wasn’t a sign of something more.

      Nick hustled back to the house, up to the master bedroom, and slipped into the closet, cursing his decision to take this gig. His partner, Soren, had begged him to fill in for him tonight. The guy was celebrating his anniversary and said he couldn’t find anyone else. Nick had wanted to say no but, in the end, caved under the social pressure. Now he held his breath and entered the code for the safe Soren had given him. If the jewels were missing…

      A diamond as big as his thumb sparkled from its place on the blue velvet, flanked by a set of matching earrings. All pieces accounted for. He closed the drawer again and rubbed the back of his neck.

      That was it. He was officially losing his mind.

      Checking that everything was exactly as he’d left it, he smoothed the rumple in the bedspread and returned to the guardhouse. Maybe he was overthinking this. Soren had said this job would be easy money. He was overqualified. All the experience in the field was making him paranoid. Aside from his dog, Nick’s entire life was his career, and he loved the work with everything in him. He’d been overextending himself, burning the candle at both ends. It happened, and based on the hours he’d been putting in, he was overdue. That was it.

      With a laugh, he started a fresh pot of coffee and swore he’d give Soren hell the next time he saw the bastard.
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      It took Rowan over an hour to undo the mistake she’d made with the detective. Every part of her ached, but then what did she expect given the significant amount of magic she’d had to use to bamboozle his brain? Nick Grandstaff—that was his last name according to the identification she’d found on him—was one distracting man. Once she’d dosed him with Harriet’s elixir, she hadn’t been strong enough to deny her curiosity about him.

      She’d been stupid to let her guard down. Stupid to shed her invisibility in the first place. Beyond stupid to then talk to the man.

      The only explanation was that he’d simply set her off-balance. She’d never reacted to a human the way she’d reacted to Nick. It was as if she’d been confronted with a triple chocolate cake after going a day without eating. She’d been enthralled. Maybe she’d gone too long without the pleasures of a man. Or maybe the stress of faking her death had made her careless. She shook her head. Who was she kidding? It was precisely carelessness that had resulted in her need to scrap that identity in the first place.

      The glass doors to Zelda’s Folly, the art gallery in Chelsea she owned and operated with Harriet, was a welcome sight. She turned her key in the lock and was relieved to find Harriet waiting for her in the office, although the gallery had been closed for hours.

      “Look what the cat dragged in,” her friend said. She smoothed her expertly coiffed gray hair and leaned back in her seat. Harriet had been working all night but still looked fresh in a rose-colored suit with chunky pearl jewelry. “You must let me know if you are delayed, Rowan. I was worried we’d have to hold another funeral.”

      “Sorry. I should have called.” Rowan pulled the lockpick from her pocket and tossed it on the desk. The enchanted object was no longer the shiny silver file Harriet had given her but a crooked, rusty antique with a flat section and a kink, as if it had been placed on railroad tracks like an old penny.

      “Ye gods!” Her thin lips drew back. “What happened?” Harriet came out of her chair and rounded the desk to pull her into a hug. Her neck smelled of Chanel No. 5. “Are you okay?”

      “I had to use the nuclear method.”

      “Oh, Rowan. Caught again? My word, you are a terrible thief.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “At least this time I didn’t get arrested. I dropped my invisibility to save energy and a security guard walked in on me. I had to put the full whammy on his brain.”

      “How did he even know you were there?”

      “I have no idea. Maybe he’s an overachiever who walks the house and grounds regularly or something.”

      Harriet frowned. “Did you get the Raindrop?”

      Rowan reached into her zipped pouch and scooped the necklace and earrings out. She laid them on the desk. “I left the replica behind. Had to.”

      “If the replicas are ever assessed by a professional, they’ll never pass as the real thing. It’s a weak enchantment, layered on top of a set of plastic Barbie earrings and a cupcake pendant. Even an amateur witch could unveil the truth with a snap of her fingers.”

      Rowan laughed at the thought of Camilla sporting a cupcake around her overly Botoxed neck. “By the time they learn the truth, it will be too late to do anything about it. I wiped the detective’s mind. He’ll be lucky to remember his name.”

      “Detective? I thought you were stopped by security… a rent-a-cop?”

      “He told me he was a detective, and judging by the NYPD badge in his pocket, he wasn’t lying. I don’t think this was his regular gig. I’m guessing he was filling in for someone.”

      Harriet’s eyes widened in alarm. “He told you? You had a conversation with him?” Her voice strained in her throat. “My goodness, did you two have tea and cookies before you wiped his brain?”

      “I admit it wasn’t my brightest moment. Honestly, I can’t explain what came over me. Harriet, he walked into the room and all logical thought flew out the window.”

      “What did you say his name was?”

      “Nick Grandstaff.”

      Harriet stilled, then disappeared behind her desk. Rowan watched her bony hands dig in the recycle bin beside her chair.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Checking something. I’ve heard that name before.” If she had, Harriet would remember. As old as she was, her mind was like a steel trap. Sure enough, when she sat back in her chair, there was a folded paper in her hand. “Here it is. Detective Nick Grandstaff, NYPD, recent recipient of the Governor’s Medal of Valor for pulling a teen girl from a burning vehicle.”

      “No shit?”

      “Not even a little. This guy is the real deal. A hero. I hope you didn’t bamboozle him too badly. This city needs him.”

      Harriet passed the paper over to Rowan, and she scanned the article, her eyes lingering on his picture.

      “Nice to look at as well, isn’t he?” Harriet stared at her with piercing blue eyes that narrowed perceptively.

      Rowan shrugged.

      Sighing, Harriet added, “Since you are ambivalent to the detective’s attractiveness, you should be aware that a man with a strong mind like his might fight the serum. I don’t recommend letting him see you again or having additional long-winded discussions. It could jar the memory loose. Which identity did he see?”

      “This one.” It mattered. She had several identities, but this was the one that was public-facing. Unlike the Rowan version she’d recently buried, the detective had seen the face of the owner of Zelda’s Folly and the director of the youth center, Sunrise House. She needed this identity.

      “Oh, Rowan.” The frown of disappointment Harriet sent her cut right to her heart.

      “I made a mistake. It is what it is.” Rowan removed a small empty vial from her belt. “By the way, I’ll need more forget-me juice.”

      “It will take time to brew. My stores are low and some of the ingredients have to be shipped in from Europe. As far as this goes”—Harriet rotated the rusty pick between her fingers—“it is irreparable. I’ll have to start from scratch. I hope you’re not planning any more heists in the near future.”

      She scoffed. “Not anytime soon. Now that I’ve had my revenge on Gerald Stevenson, I’m retiring my cat burglar suit.”

      “Good. It’s not like you don’t have enough jewels.”

      Sweeping the Raindrop into her hand, Rowan rubbed her thumb across the large, tear-shaped diamond. “True, but it’s in my nature to collect things. There would be something poetic about liquidating Stevenson’s prized possession and using the money to buy the land under my building back. What are politicians going for these days? One million? Maybe two?”

      Harriet waved a hand dismissively. “I’m sure you’ll find out. Just be careful. News of your other identity’s death is spreading. Your brothers came by the old apartment this afternoon looking for you.”

      She froze. “Here, in New York? Did you say brothers, as in plural? The only one of my brothers who knows where to find me now is Alexander, and it couldn’t have been him.”

      “No. Although Alexander did send another painting.” She gestured toward the back room where they processed shipped artwork.

      “Who was it then?”

      “Tobias and Gabriel.”

      “Oh, that’s right. Tobias must have remembered the old place from his visit… goddess, that was forty years ago.”

      “I gave them the box. They were with a woman named Raven.”

      Rowan had to sit down as realization dawned. She chose a chair in front of the desk and folded into it. “Tobias and Gabriel were together?” That didn’t make any sense. All of her siblings had gone to great lengths to stay separated for their safety. When they’d come to this realm, their mother had warned them to keep their distance, and aside from a few limited visits, they’d adhered to that edict.

      “He did not introduce Gabriel as his brother, but I recognized both of them from your drawings. Of course, neither knew who I was. I passed myself off as Mrs. Fernhall, the landlord. However, I was worried the witch might be on to me—”

      “Witch?”

      “The woman who was with them, the one they called Raven, was definitely a witch. I could smell her from across the room. I don’t think she suspected me. Probably never ran into a Traveller before.”

      Rowan frowned. This couldn’t be good. If her brothers shirked her mother’s command, there had to be an extreme reason. “They wouldn’t have come together to find me if it wasn’t important.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m not sure. Last I knew, Tobias was working as a doctor in Chicago. I think I still have his number. I’ll call him.”

      Harriet nodded. “There’s no shortage of drama in that family of yours, is there?” Her eyes roved toward the back room and Alexander’s painting again.

      “We’re dragons.” She shrugged. “We run hot and are fond of a little fire.”

      Harriet laughed.

      Rowan stood. “I’ve got to get some rest. I’m tapped.”

      Harriet rounded the desk to give her another hug. “Don’t worry about tonight. There’s nothing we can’t fix. Besides, the universe has a way of smoothing these things out.”

      “Thanks, Hattie.”

      The old woman pecked her cheek. “Do you want to take a peek at Alexander’s painting before I go?”

      “More of the same?”

      Harriet nodded. “Worse.”

      “He’s in a dark place.”

      “Artists go through peaks and valleys.”

      “Yes but Alexander has spent centuries in the valley of the shadow of death…” Rowan tilted her head. “I don’t have the energy. I’ll look at it in the morning.”

      “Tomorrow then. Rest well, dragon.”

      Rowan waited until her friend had exited through the front door, locked it behind her, and pulled down the security gate. Once Harriet was safely inside Rowan’s hired car and in the hands of her driver Djorji, she headed for the back of the gallery. Down the stairwell, she descended into the basement. The vault door there was military-grade, and she carefully tapped in the code to unlock it. There was a hiss and then the grind of metal sliding against metal.

      Overhead lights automatically blinked on as the door swung open, and Rowan released a held breath. The sight of treasure inside filled her with warmth and set her soul at ease. This was her treasure room, her sanctuary, the very best place for her to rest and heal. Every manner of gemstone winked at her under the fluorescents, along with gold coins, silver plates, and jeweled goblets that would be considered antiques today, as well as the occasional pearl necklace. She closed and sealed the vault door behind her, then fished her prize out of her pouch and tossed it on the heap. The Raindrop of Heaven and the earrings blended into the hodgepodge of valuables.

      Rowan undressed. She paused to knead the muscles in her back and shoulders, sore from the long flight. Once she was entirely naked, she took a deep breath and spread her wings. Red scales arced and stretched in her peripheral vision, each wing possessing a claw at its crest. A long, deep sleep in her dragon form was just what the doctor ordered. She’d be as good as new in the morning.

      She killed the overhead lights, then folded in half, resting her hands on the floor and welcoming her dragon form like the friend it was. Her body expanded, bones bending, flesh reordering itself as she grew and stretched to fill the subterranean space. She yawned, and her dragon teeth clacked together at the conclusion. In the fluid way that only dragons can, she dove into her pile of treasure, burrowed to the bottom, and allowed sleep to wash away the night’s worries.
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      Tobias woke to darkness with the feel of his mate’s firm breasts pressed into his back. Sabrina was practically wrapped around him, drawn to his above-average temperature in her sleep. Their subterranean apartment stayed a comfortable seventy-two degrees all year round, but her vampire nature meant she ran cold at night, and they’d discovered she unconsciously sought him out under the covers. He didn’t mind one bit.

      A repeated buzz came from Sabrina’s side of the bed. He cast an annoyed glance in the direction of the sound and watched her phone light up. That was weird. Tobias looked at the clock. Not even sunset. Who was texting her at this hour? The comfort of her nearness evaporated as she sat up, read her messages, and frowned. Without saying a thing, she set the phone back down, rolled over, and snuggled against his chest. His hand trailed down to cup her ass and tug her against him. Obligingly, she hooked her leg over his hip.

      “Hmmm. I love twilight,” Tobias rumbled. “Best part of the day.”

      She sighed and planted her forehead against his chest. “We need to get up. My father is on his way here.”

      “Huh? How? It’s still light out.” Tobias jerked fully awake. Sabrina’s father was a badass vampire mob boss who scared the crap out of him. Although his mate was the master of the Chicago vampire coven, Tobias hadn’t gotten over her father’s intimidating presence. Calvin Bishop was ancient and deadly. So deadly even his inner dragon got the willies in his company.

      “His human security detail is transporting him in his coffin,” Sabrina said. “It must be serious. My father does not travel during the day without cause.”

      It had only been a little over a week since Sabrina’s father had left to establish the Racine coven, leaving Sabrina behind as master of the Chicago vampires and Tobias as her consort. As far as Tobias was concerned, the transition had gone off without a hitch. Had they done something wrong in such a short amount of time? Tobias hadn’t heard any complaints from Sabrina’s fellow vampires or the humans they dealt with managing the city on a day-to-day basis.

      He flipped on the Christopher Spitzmiller lamp beside the bed, and a warm glow permeated the room. The Chicago vampire coven lived forty feet below the surface in a series of tunnels that branched all over the city. It was the perfect place for a vampire to sleep, safe from UV light as well as interference from humans during the hours they were most vulnerable. Even though Sabrina, as the only human/vampire hybrid, could tolerate sunlight, as master of the coven, she chose to keep the same hours as her people. And Tobias, as a bonded dragon, kept the same hours as his mate.

      “I’m getting dressed and hitting the coffee. You cannot expect me to face Calvin or whatever major drama is coming our way without being fully caffeinated.” Tobias bounded out of bed and started pulling on his pants.

      “I’ll text Chef and say we need a full human breakfast, pronto.” Sabrina tapped furiously on her phone. Chef Angie was new to their world. Sabrina’s father, being a full-blooded vamp had only fed on humans when he was master. But although Sabrina could feed on blood and often fed on the energy of her mate, she enjoyed regular meals as well. Thank goodness their longtime security detail, Paul, had a wife who had studied the culinary arts. She was more than happy to come into the fold.

      In a matter of minutes, they were both showered, dressed and presentable and had just sat down in front of a meal fit for a vampire master when Paul opened the door to their luxury underground flat and announced, “Calvin Bishop to see you.”

      Two men carried in her father’s coffin and set it down beside the table. They cleared out of the room fast enough to make Tobias’s spine tingle. This was not good. Not good at all. Paul locked the door behind him.

      Tobias took a slow drink of his coffee, studying the long black box that contained his mate’s sleeping father. His gaze darted to Sabrina’s. He drank more coffee, ate another bite of toast, pushed his eggs on his plate, drank more coffee.

      “Okay, I give. Are we supposed to open this thing or wait until he wakes up?” he asked.

      “The sun is setting now. It shouldn’t be long.” Sabrina had no need of either window or watch to know that. Her vampire instincts distinguished the exact moment of sunrise and sunset without any external help. She’d told him she could feel the night in her blood. When the sun set, she described it as a shot of tequila coursing through her veins.

      “He should be…” Sabrina raised an eyebrow in his direction and carefully lifted the lid.

      Calvin sat up with a creepy factor worthy of Bela Lugosi, stiff backed and in a manner that seemed to require no effort at all, as if gravity did not restrain him as much as it did everyone else. Tobias dropped his toast.

      “Sabrina, my darling.” Her father swung his legs over the side and, in one swift move, leaped to his feet and pulled her into a hug. He turned to shake Tobias’s offered hand and greet him as well. “I see Barnard and Max were able to reach you with my message in time. Thank you both for meeting me here at this hour.”

      “We live here, Dad, and it’s nightfall. Where else would we be?” Sabrina asked.

      He shook his head. “Obviously I feared that when you got the message from the Forebears, you and Tobias might do something foolish, like run.”

      “What message? What’s so important that you risked traveling in daylight?”

      Calvin frowned. “Haven’t you been checking the coven’s messages?”

      She held up her phone. “Only like every five minutes. Ask Tobias.”

      “I think her phone is permanently attached to her left hand,” he confirmed.

      “Not those messages. The old system. The official system?”

      “The tubes? No. We haven’t gotten anything that way in ages.”

      At the look on her father’s face, Sabrina stood and rushed toward the room that used to be his office. Tobias followed after her. They’d been renovating the apartment, and Calvin’s old desk had been removed, but they were still waiting on furniture. The room felt empty and cold in its current state. Tobias hadn’t spent any time in there since he’d moved in with Sabrina.

      “What are the tubes?” Tobias asked.

      Approaching the one bookshelf that was still crammed with books, Sabrina lifted one leather-bound volume and patted the wall behind it. Tobias’s eyebrows lifted when he saw her open a small metal door, perfectly hidden. He would have never guessed it was there. Chewing her lip, Sabrina pulled a canister from a pneumatic tube inside.

      “Just like the bank,” Tobias said, trying to lighten the mood.

      Her expression turned grim. Tobias knew that look. Sabrina only made that face when she was deeply worried about something.

      “Only one group of vampires still uses this system of communication—the Forebears.”

      Tobias swallowed. The Forebears were the vampire rulers, the most ancient and dangerous of their kind. He waited while she twisted the top and read what was on the roll of parchment inside.

      
        
        To all coven masters in all world territories,

        It has come to our attention that a reliable dragon sighting has occurred in the Midwestern United States. Dragons are extremely dangerous and pose a significant threat to the future of our race. By royal decree, any vampire who delivers the dragon(s) to the Forebears, either dead or alive, will be rewarded.

      

      

      She lowered the parchment and looked at her father. “It’s signed Turgun. I didn’t even know he was awake.”

      “I have a feeling Aldrich woke him up after your coronation. He must have seen more than we thought he did,” Calvin said.

      “But if he saw, wouldn’t he—”

      “Contact us about the incident? He did. Yesterday. He called me. The paperwork to transition you as master of Chicago hasn’t been processed yet by Forebear administration, so I am still acting master according to their records. Despite Aldrich having attended your coronation, he followed protocol. You know how they do things there.”

      “I take it the Forebears are old-school?” Tobias asked.

      “The oldest school there is,” Sabrina said. “What did you tell him?”

      Calvin cleared his throat. “I told him I thought the dragon was a complex work of magic created by a local witch who was loyal to the coven. Unfortunately, he was quick to point out the body count. A simple illusion couldn’t take anyone’s head off, he suggested. I was able to convince him that if the dragon existed, it must have been injured during the altercation with the wolves and disappeared, because it hasn’t been seen since. It is the truth, yes?”

      It was true in the sense that Tobias had been injured in his dragon form defending the coven. And he did leave to go home and shower and sleep and hadn’t transformed into his dragon since. But there was a huge lie of omission there too. Tobias was the dragon, and he had become Sabrina’s consort and was helping her lead the coven. That ceremony had not included Aldrich or any of the Forebears. But that didn’t change that Sabrina’s coven had seen him shift and knew exactly what he was.

      “Oh, Dad, the entire coven knows about Tobias. What do we do?”

      The older vampire scowled in a way that showed his canines, as if his teeth were too large for his mouth. He turned his full attention on Tobias.

      “You and your brethren need to disappear. This will blow over. Turgun will become bored and go to sleep again, but only if there is no trace of anything draconic when they come here. Under the right circumstances, we might be able to convince them there was never any dragon at all. That it was all a magical hoax. But only if there is no trace of you or your siblings.”

      “Father, no!” Sabrina shook her head desperately.

      Tobias didn’t like the idea either. They were newlyweds. They couldn’t be apart, and she couldn’t leave the coven.

      But her father pressed on. “You, Sabrina, must order your coven to remain silent. Insist they forget they ever saw a dragon. As master, you have that power. Compel them one at a time if you have to.”

      “That could take days,” she said.

      “I will help you.”

      Tobias held up a hand. “Can we go back to the part where I need to not exist? I live here. Where exactly am I supposed to go?”

      Calvin gave him a stern look. “Wherever our people won’t find you.”

      Once he saw Sabrina’s reaction, he knew what she was thinking. There was a place. His brother and his mate had a safe house in New Orleans and they owed him a favor, but it would mean he’d have to live apart from Sabrina. It would also mean crawling to his brother for help. The notion filled him with dread.

      He groaned. “Please tell me there’s another option.”

      “I’m sorry, Tobias,” Sabrina said. “It’s the only way.”
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      Rowan woke in her treasure room, feeling refreshed, and shifted back into her human form. After a quick shower in the bathroom she’d had built outside the vault, she dressed quickly in a skirt and blouse she kept on hand for such occasions. Keeping her treasure room at the gallery made sense; no one would question a giant vault in the basement of a business that specialized in priceless works of art. However, it would be risky to keep such a thing in any of her many residences. Due to its sheer size, a residential vault would be distinctive and a tempting piece of gossip for the workers who installed it. Not to mention, it might elicit questions when she had intimate guests. Not that she had guests often. Her love life had been embarrassingly anemic the past several years.

      Still, while it made sense for her treasure room to be at the gallery, it wasn’t exactly convenient. Her preferred residence was on the Upper West Side and she needed to stop there before her 3:00 p.m. appointment at Sunrise House. She had a meeting with her lawyer to discuss what they could do concerning the building situation, and she needed to remember to call the hospital in Chicago to try to connect with her brother Tobias.

      “Do you want to see Alexander’s painting before you go?” Harriet asked when she reached the main floor of the gallery. The older woman was already behind her desk, exquisitely manicured and dressed in a lightweight, robin’s-egg-blue cashmere suit that popped divinely next to her gray hair and classic pearls.

      “Of course.” Rowan couldn’t hide the sad tone of her voice. Her brother Alexander was a talented artist, but his work always depressed her. The gallery bought it, of course. Rowan’s money was what had kept a roof over his head all these years. It wasn’t a horrible investment. His work sold on occasion for respectable sums, although not what she sent to him. She overpaid on purpose. It was her way of caring for Alexander when she couldn’t physically tend to him.

      Harriet led the way into the back room where they processed incoming shipments of art and supplies. The painting was six by eight feet and wrapped in brown paper, although one corner was pulled back. Clearly Harriet had taken a peek.

      Rowan peeled back the wrappings. “That damned bird again.”

      “Every painting this last year. And the native woman.” Harriet held her elbows.

      “She was his mate. It was her death that broke him. He never fully recovered.”

      “Hundreds of years and he still pines for her.”

      “Over three hundred now.”

      “To be loved like that.” Harriet laughed, her eyes flicking toward the ceiling as if the idea was enviable.

      “Don’t say that. When dragons mate, they mate for life. Their immortal life. Not the other person’s. When Alexander’s mate died, he lost half of himself. His mind couldn’t handle it. His mate, Maiara, has been dead and buried for hundreds of years and he’s still obsessed. It’s a fate worse than death. I plan to avoid it like the plague.”

      Harriet raised a sculpted eyebrow. “With your love life, you have nothing to worry about.”

      Rowan feigned offense. “Says the woman who hasn’t been laid since Eisenhower was President.”

      Harriet pursed her lips to suppress a smile. “You don’t know everything about me.”

      Studying the painting, Rowan said, “Is it just me or are the colors getting darker?”

      “It’s not just you. I compared this to pictures of the ones we’ve sold. Not only are the colors darker, he’s aging the native woman. It’s subtle, but I can see it. She’s fading.”

      “What do you think it means?”

      Harriet rubbed her knuckle along her jaw. “It means your brother has lost his marbles.”

      Rowan snorted. “Yes. A long time ago.” Tears burned along her eyelids. He was getting worse, and there was absolutely nothing Rowan could do about it. She taped the paper back into place, covering the painting.

      “I better go.”

      “Should I call Djorji?”

      “Yeah, but tell him to pick me up at Friedman’s. I’m starving. Going to have a late breakfast.”

      Harriet kissed her on both cheeks, then picked up her phone to call her driver. Rowan’s stomach growled. She strode out the door and walked the few blocks to Friedman’s, relieved to see there was a spot open at the counter. She ordered a coffee and blueberry pancakes before calling the last phone number she had for Tobias.

      We’re sorry, the number you have reached has been disconnected.

      She’d expected as much. No one used a landline anymore. She hung up and called his work number. “Can I speak with Dr. Tobias Winthrop please?” she asked the woman who answered. “He’s in pediatric cardiology.”

      There was a moment of instrumental music and then a voice response unit answered. “You’ve reached the office of Dr. Elizabeth Allen. Press One for the appointment desk.”

      She tapped the button. Another woman answered. “I’m looking for Tobias Winthrop,” Rowan said.

      “Dr. Winthrop closed his practice a few weeks ago. Dr. Allen is taking his patients. Can I make an appointment for you?”

      “I really need to reach Dr. Winthrop. Did he leave a forwarding number or address?”

      There was a long pause. “I’m sorry, ma’am. No, he did not. As far as I know, he isn’t practicing anymore.”

      “Thank you.” Rowan hung up and tapped the phone against her forehead. Tobias would never find her. The box Harriet had given him was meant to let him know she was okay, but there was nothing in it that would give away her location. And it appeared he’d gone underground as well, likely recycling his identity just like she had. She sighed. Whatever reason he and Gabriel had for trying to reach her would have to stay a mystery.

      She pulled up the latest book she was reading on her phone while she waited for breakfast. It was a romance about a vampire who falls in love with a human. Silly stuff. Immortals and humans didn’t mix. It never ended well. But she couldn’t put the thing down.

      “Excuse me, miss?”

      Rowan turned her head to find an NYPD badge in front of her face and a man staring at her from a considerable height. Her stomach did a strange little flip. Detective Nick Grandstaff’s steely gaze burned into her with the intensity of a thousand blazing suns. She white-knuckled the edge of the counter. It wasn’t the badge that sent a wave of shock with an anxiety chaser through her chest. It was Harriet’s warning. What if his strong mind resisted the serum?

      Admit nothing. “Can I help you?” she asked through a tight throat.

      “Did you notice a man in here earlier, about five foot six inches tall, white-blond hair, slight build?”

      “No.” It was hard to speak. Her tongue had swollen in her mouth and grown uncomfortably dry. The light from the window shone directly on his face, turning his eyes the color of sterling silver. Pale, heavenly eyes that stole her breath. And his scent, it hit her as it had the night before, in through her nose and straight to her crotch. She uncrossed and crossed her legs against the building tension between her thighs and forced herself to blink. She ended up fluttering her eyelashes. Fuck, she had, hadn’t she? She’d fluttered her eyelashes at the detective like a draconic Betty Boop.

      “Okay. Thanks.” He continued to watch her, his eyes narrowing. “Have we met before? You seem familiar.”

      “No,” she answered quickly. Too quickly. She shook her head. By the Mountain, she sounded guilty. She reined it in and smiled. Too many teeth. She stopped smiling.

      “You’ve never been by the twenty-fourth precinct for anything, have you?”

      “No.” She inhaled sharply. She’d been to the nineteenth precinct when she was arrested, but that was another identity, another name, another face. “No, I don’t think we’ve ever met before.” She forced herself to drink some ice water. “I’d remember you,” she added under her breath.

      “Oh.” Nick nodded.

      There was a clunk and scrape as the server slid Rowan’s pancakes in front of her and focused on Nick. “Can I get you something, Detective?”

      “Coffee. Black. To go.” Nick’s eyes never left Rowan’s face.

      “So, uh, what did this blond guy you’re looking for do?”

      He shook his head, a crooked grin revealing a chipped molar she found positively endearing. “Just need to ask him some questions.”

      She wondered what had caused that chip and how he’d gotten the scar that cut through his left eyebrow. There was one along his jaw too that caused an insanely sexy break in his stubble, hardly visible. She hadn’t noticed either the night before.

      “In other words, it’s none of my business,” she said, resting her chin on her fist.

      That crooked grin flashed again, and Rowan almost fell off her stool. She took another sip of ice water.

      “What are you reading there?”

      She tucked her hair behind her ear, her cheeks heating. “Nothing that would likely appeal to you. It’s a vampire romance. Love’s Last Breath.”

      “Never heard of it. But I like vampires. Dracula. My favorite book of all time is Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein.”

      Her mouth fell open. “Truly?”

      “Yes. Someone important to me had a copy in their hands the last time I saw them. I like the story well enough, but it’s the memory of it, you know?” His voice was soft. Between that and his furrowed brow, she got the feeling he was sharing something deeply intimate with her.

      “It’s an incredible tale about the importance of family and personal connections, don’t you agree? It’s not Frankenstein’s nature that turns him evil but his abandonment and isolation.” She loved the book. Had loved it since its release.

      “Are you sure we haven’t met?” He scratched the side of his neck.

      Rowan gulped and had to look down at her pancakes to break the power of the twin tractor beams pulling her toward him. The man emitted his own gravity. How could he be human? He had to be human, didn’t he?

      “Do you make it a habit to approach women in diners and ask them if you’ve met before? It seems like a line better suited for a bar.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I’ve told you we haven’t met, twice now.”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “What’s your name?”

      “Rowan,” she said softly.

      “Nick.” He leaned a hand against the counter beside her plate, and she wanted to sit on her hands to keep from touching him. Instead, she played with her knife beside his fingers, never touching but close enough to set her heart racing.

      The server returned with a to-go cup and dropped it in front of Nick, who pulled out his wallet and paid the man.

      “Now that we’ve met, maybe we should get to know each other better. Have dinner or coffee.”

      “You already have coffee.”

      “Dinner then.”

      She looked down at her ring, the ruby a blood-red reminder of why she needed to stop flirting with this man and eat her breakfast. She was a dragon, and she’d wiped his memories last night. Spending time with him could only lead to disaster.

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea,” she said, meeting his gaze again.

      He lifted his cup and gave her a little nod. “Okay then. Enjoy your pancakes.”

      She watched him leave, holding her breath until his scent faded from the air.
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      There was no blond guy. Nick wasn’t proud to admit he’d invented a reason to talk to the dark-haired beauty he’d seen in the window of Friedman’s, but the truth was, he’d been walking back to his car after questioning a neighbor about a case when he’d seen her at the counter and hadn’t been able to resist speaking with her. Yes, he was attracted to her, but Nick was a disciplined man and simple attraction wouldn’t be enough to draw him inside or cause him to lie. What he found irresistible was the familiarity. She was the memory of a song he could almost hear and couldn’t quite remember.

      He was sure he’d met her before. The way she brushed her hair back from her face, the angle of her wrists when she rested them on the counter, the crease in her brow as she stared at her phone, the way her full lips pressed against the rim of her coffee mug. Her perfume. Oh God, her scent. Orange peels and smoke with a dash of spicy cinnamon. It was distinctive and he’d smelled it before, he was sure, but he couldn’t remember.

      Part of him expected that he’d known her as a child, maybe gone to elementary school with her. He’d grown up in an abusive household, and some of those years had been lost to him. He’d met a lot of people during that time, faces that were a blur because nothing stood out in his mind but hunger and the damned belt his guardian used to beat him with. But she’d denied recognizing him at all. Goddamn, his brain hurt thinking about it, and the weirdness last night wasn’t helping the feeling that all was not right in his head.

      He’d lost time. He’d been upstairs at the Stevensons’, then in the blink of an eye he was in the kitchen. Maybe he needed another psych eval. He rubbed his temples. He’d long ago dealt with his abusive upbringing in therapy and so far hadn’t suffered any long-term psychological issues. Could a person have delayed onset PTSD? Maybe. But he wasn’t having flashbacks or anxiety attacks.

      The entire ride back to the precinct, he stewed over his actions and was so deep in thought he didn’t notice his partner, Soren, standing in the door to his office until the man said something.

      “How’d it go last night?”

      Nick snapped out of his reverie. “All right, I guess.”

      “Thanks for covering for me. Rhonda woulda divorced me if I missed our anniversary again for my side hustle.” He reached into his back pocket and pulled out a folded check. “Here’s what we agreed on.”

      “Thanks.” He rubbed his eyes. “Hey, can I ask you something about that job?”

      “Sure.” Soren shrugged.

      “You ever have anything weird happen when you’re there?”

      “Weird like what?”

      “Like things move and shit. Like does the air-conditioning blow real hard or something?”

      “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about right now, Nick, but you’re kinda worrying me. What the fuck happened?”

      “Come in and sit down for a minute.”

      Soren took the chair across the desk, and Nick gave him a play-by-play of finding himself in the kitchen and the rumpled comforter.

      “But you checked the video and there was nothing there?”

      “Yeah. One second it’s flat, the next rumpled. The diamonds were still in the safe. Nothing missing.”

      “Did you bookmark the recording?”

      “Yeah, of course I did.”

      “I’ll take a look. I need to run out there this afternoon anyway to review Mr. Stevenson’s security plan for some big gala he’s planning.”

      “Thanks.” He cracked his neck. “I just can’t shake that something about that night was wrong.”

      Soren frowned. “Coming from you, that gives me the willies. Your gut feelings have a habit of saving lives.”

      “I promise you, my instincts are not infallible.”

      “But they’re pretty damned sharp.”

      “I’m not sure about that. I saw a woman this morning I could have sworn I’d met before. She wouldn’t give me the time of day.”

      “So she’s definitely met you before.”

      “Okay smart-ass.”

      Soren’s smile faded. “Seriously, my friend. I think you just need some rest.”

      “You’re probably right.”

      “And as for the girl, if she turned you down, she ain’t worth it.” Soren smacked him on the shoulder.

      Nick grinned. “Or maybe she knows what’s good for her. I suck at relationships. Can’t get beyond the dating stage. As soon as it gets serious, I head for the hills.”

      Soren frowned. “Weren’t you serious with that one who…”

      “The one who died. Katy.”

      “Sorry.”

      “That was seventeen years ago. I was barely twenty-one, and the fact is, it was casual. I mourned her, but it wasn’t like I was married to her.” Almost everyone in Manhattan had known someone who’d lost their life on 9/11. Katy had been a good friend, a fun date, and an undeniable hero, but he hadn’t loved her in the way Soren loved Rhonda.

      “And no one special since?”

      He shook his head. “Not my bag. Too busy saving the world.”

      Soren laughed. “Northern Manhattan anyway. You take on almost twice the cases of any other detective in the borough. And that last one. Ugh.”

      The last case he’d cracked had been difficult. Domestic abuse. Husband murdered his wife. Nick had solved the murder just in time to pull the bound teenage daughter from a car her father had set on fire. He’d been awarded the Governor’s Medal of Valor for that one. The honor didn’t help him sleep at night, but knowing the murderer was behind bars did.

      “I like to know I’ve made a difference. And it’s not like I have a Rhonda at home waiting for me.”

      Soren stood and gave him a wink. “Well, don’t work too hard. You know what they say about all work and no play.” He gave a two-fingered salute before slipping out the door and returning to work.

      Nick frowned. “Yeah, it keeps you from getting your heart broken.”
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      “Miss Rowan, do you like my picture?”

      Rowan stopped behind Elijah as she navigated the rows of children painting at their desks. For three decades, she’d been running Sunrise House, teaching art to children in the way Alexander had taught her when she was a whelp. Art had come naturally to her brother, but not to her. Only through his patience and perseverance had she learned that bringing a paintbrush to canvas could be an escape. She’d desperately needed an escape back then, from the Obsidian Palace, her mother’s expectations, and from the wants and needs of her native realm of Paragon. Her goal was to provide that same escape to these children.

      She loved these kids. She provided a safe place for them from the time school let out until the early evening when, under the best of circumstances, a parent or relative could be home to meet them. Under the worst circumstances, she was the only real adult influence in their life, and she took that responsibility seriously.

      All the children came from disadvantaged backgrounds. Some were simply poor. That was the best scenario. A poor child who was both healthy and loved was very lucky indeed. It was the neglected kids she tried to focus on. The ones she knew left an empty house and went home to the same. She fed them, provided clothing, paid for their transportation. She had children who came all the way from the Bronx. Everyone was welcome, and she enrolled as many as the large building she owned could hold. Sunrise House was in an ideal location, in close proximity to the train and those in need. She was free now and she was rich, and she applied both those blessings liberally to helping the children of Sunrise House overcome their circumstances.

      “Oh, this is very good, Elijah. I love your use of color and perspective in this piece.” Rowan made sure to put on her most serious face as she assessed Elijah’s painting over his shoulder. The nine-year-old didn’t want a flippant compliment but her undivided attention. He’d painted Sunrise House as many of the children here did. In many ways, this place was home to them. “Tell me about your painting.”

      “I wanted it to look happy since everyone here is always happy.” Elijah turned to look at her, and she could see dusky circles under his dark brown eyes. “This is the sun, and I made just one cloud in the sky because it’s a sunny day. This is Sunrise House, and this is you and me holding hands.”

      “What’s this?” Rowan pointed to the corner of the painting where there was a figure sitting in a dark box.

      “That’s me at home. The lights in our house don’t work anymore, so it’s always dark.”

      “Your family doesn’t have electricity? Is your water working?”

      “Yeah, the water still works.”

      Rowan forced her face to remain impassive for Elijah’s sake. She’d look up his address later and have her lawyer, Adrienne, pay off the family’s bills and get the lights back on. It was something she did regularly.

      “Did you have dinner yet? The chicken is here.” Today was Wednesday. Roasted chicken, white rice, broccoli, salad, fresh fruit, bread. She was firm with the catering company. Healthy, well-balanced meals. “You can go get some if you’re hungry.”

      He jumped out of his chair and raced toward the cafeteria. A few children followed; others stayed with their art. There were two hundred kids in the program with employees and volunteers from the community providing academic help, athletic training, instruction in the arts, and even college preparatory studies for the older teens. This place was her heart and soul. She gave these children what she never had herself from the adults in her life—someone who cared about them and their individual dreams.

      “Miss Valor?”

      Rowan turned to find Adrienne, her lawyer, behind her, clutching his briefcase.

      “Not here.” She notified the head art instructor that she was leaving the floor and then motioned to Adrienne. “Come with me.”

      He nodded and followed her into her private office. Adrienne Sarcosi was a balding man with a fringe of white hair trimmed neatly around the sides of his head. Perceptive blue eyes peered at her from over a nose that roughly resembled a plum tomato and a set of thin lips that seemed to blend into his pale, spotted face. Adrienne was a good friend and an even better lawyer, and what he lacked in traditional good looks, he made up in loyalty and smarts. Rowan had admired him for decades.

      “Did you get it?” she asked once they were safely inside her office.

      “A temporary injunction, yes. Gerald Stevenson can’t evict you until the land lease expires, per your contract.”

      She breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Don’t get too excited, Rowan. You know how this works. The Stevensons have a lot of money. In my professional opinion, people like that get what they want eventually, and he wants you out sooner rather than later.”

      She cursed. “We should have seen this coming. I should have never bought a building on a land lease.”

      “How could you have known that Gerald and Camilla would buy the land out from under you from the church who’d owned it for almost a century, or that the blank check you offered them wouldn’t be enough to buy it back? You must know this is about gentrification and corporate greed. They don’t want a community center here. I’m sure they plan to bribe the rezoning board and turn this space into a strip mall. The deal was as crooked as they come, and there’s not a single thing we can do about it.”

      “Can’t you find something on Stevenson? Keep him wrapped up in court cases until he lets us stay just to get the bee out of his bonnet?”

      “Suing them would open your corporation up to a level of scrutiny you do not want.” He lowered his chin and gave her a steady glare. She was a dragon who had lived many lives hiding behind Firebrand, Inc. Officially, the company bought and sold art and antiquities. Unofficially, it allowed her to own property that was not attached to her personally, giving her the freedom to change her identity or become invisible on a whim. Adrienne was right; piss Stevenson off and he’d dig into her past. It wouldn’t take long for him to realize she didn’t have one.

      “Did you offer them cash? I have almost unlimited funds, Adrienne. If we can’t bribe Stevenson, can we bribe the companies that plan to move in here?”

      He groaned. “I tried. After some serious digging, I have reason to believe that this is about more than money. Turns out the Stevensons have no intention of managing the property themselves. They’re working on behalf of a corporation called NAVAK, Inc. I can’t find any information on NAVAK. Their records are as tightly sealed as yours are, Rowan. If I didn’t know better, I’d wonder if there was another dragon behind the corporate curtain.” He pushed a piece of paper across the table with a logo and an address in the Cayman Islands.

      She lifted the page and took a closer look. The logo was a diamond shape with NAVAK in gothic lettering inside it. She’d never seen anything like it before. “It’s not a dragon. We’re very territorial. I wouldn’t rule out another supernatural entity, but it’s not one I’m aware of, and I’ve been running in these circles for a long time. Maybe it’s a foreign entity buying up American real estate.”

      “Possible.”

      “Anyway, keep trying. And just in case, start shopping for an alternative space of similar size. These kids need stability. I can’t have them with no place to go. Not even for one day.”

      “Of course. But you need to be aware that a space like this is almost unheard of in Manhattan anymore. You bought this building decades ago. I’ll be lucky to find something half the size for twenty times as much as you paid for this.”

      “Money is no object.”

      “I’ll get started right away.”

      “Thank you, Adrienne.”

      She sat down at her desk and examined the logo again. If it was a supernatural corporation, there was one person who might know. She shook her head. No way would she go there. Not unless she was absolutely desperate.
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      The next morning, Nick awoke to a cold, wet nose assaulting his cheek. “Good morning, Rosco.”

      His German shepherd gave him a lick up the side of the face and chuffed in his general direction.

      “Yeah, yeah. Okay.” He rolled out of bed and pulled on a pair of running shorts and an NYPD T-shirt, then grabbed the leash off the hook by the door of his rent-controlled, one-bedroom apartment. The park was beautiful this time of year, but he had another motivation for the exercise that morning. The woman, Rowan, was on his mind again, had haunted his dreams until he woke up in the middle of the night with his dick in his hand and her face emblazoned on his mind.

      It wasn’t like him to obsess about a woman. Rowan had made it clear she wasn’t interested. What was he, some kind of stalker? He knew nothing about her. Probably would never see her again.

      He pounded the pavement faster, Rosco finding his stride beside him. So he had a little crush. He needed to treat this like one. She was Beyoncé or Gisele. Out of his league and out of his reach. He needed to leave it at that.

      “Hey you, Mistah Nick!”

      He jogged to a halt and waved to Regine under the bike overpass. The homeless woman was a regular fixture on his morning jogs. He’d discovered early on that she liked where she was, liked the freedom of being transient, and wouldn’t entertain any talk of shelters. Occasionally he could convince her to accept small comforts, a coat in the winter, clean blankets, a cup of coffee. Most of all, he liked her. Loved her spirit and her refreshing authenticity. Regine was who she was.

      “Miss Regine, how are you this sunny morning?”

      “Good, good, Mistah Nick. You know, that udda woman who come here, Alice, she brought me this magazine yesterday.” She held up a Cosmo and gave him a wide smile. “Quiz in here about how to know if you’re in love or lust. I say who care? I take either.”

      Nick chuckled. “I wouldn’t have taken you for a Cosmo girl.”

      She laughed until her shoulders shook. “I read to remember all the crazies out there.” She pointed toward the city outside the park.

      “I’ll let you in on a little secret, Regine. We’re all a little crazy.”

      “Ahhh. You a good man, Nick. When you gonna get yourself a woman?”

      He shrugged. Visions of Rowan stretched out across his sofa sprang up in his noggin like she was taking up residence there. He rubbed his head.

      “Ohhh, Mistah Nick. What that look? I think you in love.”

      He pointed at the scar running through his eyebrow. “Who’d love this ugly mug?”

      “You all right.” She waved her hand dismissively. “Womens only care ’bout you treating ’em right. You treat your woman right?”

      “If I had one, I could tell you.” Rosco bumped his knuckles with his nose and Nick checked the time. “Sorry, Regine. I gotta run. Rosco needs to do his business, and I’m going to be late for work.” He pulled a few bills from his pocket and handed them to her. “Here. You need coffee with that Cosmo.”

      She clucked her tongue. “You a good man, Mistah Nick. I think you be very nice to your woman.”

      “Thanks. I’ll know where to come if I need a reference.” He took off running again, her laugh filling the air.

      No sooner was Nick showered and dressed and in his vehicle than his portable squawked at him. Death scene, not too far from him. Soren was already there with the first responders, and the coroner was on his way. Nick hurried to the address the dispatcher gave him.

      “Nick,” Soren said. “Called you the second I got confirmation. Female, early twenties, found naked by the morning garbage crew, no ID.”

      Nick assessed the scene. The body had been dumped like a used tissue. That’s the first thing Nick thought when he saw the woman. She was already gray and her position was such that it was pretty clear she’d been disposed of after death. No one alive would remain in the oddly splayed position and, although her wounds were ghastly, there was no blood at the scene.

      “What do you make of this?” Soren asked him.

      “She wasn’t killed here. No blood. What do you think made those marks?”

      “Her wounds? Neck, back, arms, thighs. I haven’t figured that out yet.”

      “It’s like she was pierced ritualistically. The marks are oddly placed.” Nick thought for a moment. “What if it was a fetish thing gone wrong? Those could be hook marks for suspension.”

      “You think this was sex play?”

      Nick shrugged. “It’s possible.”

      “There’s a tat on her wrist.”

      Nick pulled on a pair of gloves and carefully tilted the victim’s arm. A diamond had been tattooed on her inner wrist with the old-timey letters NAVAK filling the interior space. He pulled out his phone and snapped a picture. “You ever seen anything like this?”

      Soren glanced down at his feet.

      “Soren?”

      “Maybe, but, uh…” He looked over his shoulder at the rest of the team combing through the scene.

      Nick dropped the woman’s wrist and peeled off his glove into a garbage bag. “Come on. In here.”

      He led Soren toward a door that read Sunrise House, its letters embossed over the orange face of a rising sun. It was quiet just inside the door, someplace private to talk. He ushered Soren inside. “Spill it.”

      He froze when the closing door wafted the scent of orange peels and smoke over him. Was it possible the woman from the diner had been here? Rowan. He gave his head a shake.

      “Nick? You okay?”

      “The tattoo. Where’ve you seen that tattoo?”

      “Look…” He rubbed his jaw. “I love my wife, okay?”

      Nick gave him a disappointed look. “Soren…”

      “Things have just been a little cold in the bedroom lately. I needed a little something on the side.”

      Nick groaned, his respect for his coworker flatlining.

      “Hey, the guy who doesn’t believe in relationships doesn’t get to judge me on mine.”

      Never mind that people like Soren were exactly the reason Nick feared exclusivity. Poor Rhonda. “So where have you seen this logo before? I can tell if you’re lying, so don’t even try.”

      “I went to this club with a girl a few moons ago. It was one of those app hookups. Hot as lightning. Hot as lightning, Nick.”

      “Okay. So you went to a club with a hot girl…”

      “The girl had that same tattoo.”

      Nick’s eyebrows shot up. “Did she tell you what it meant?”

      His eyes shifted from side to side. “Uh, no. We drank, we hooked up, and she took off.”

      “Well, get her on the line. Ask her now.”

      “I, uh, I don’t exactly have her number, okay? We connected the one time and afterward, well, her account is, um, gone. We went to a hotel, so, uh…”

      “Jesus, Soren. Are you telling me you have no idea who this girl is or how to get in contact with her?”

      “Yeah, pretty much.”

      “Fuck.”

      “We could try the club again. See if she shows up there.”

      Nick brightened. “Yeah. Good idea.”

      “Only, it’s hard to get in. Very exclusive. This girl was the only reason they let me through the door. They love beautiful women there.”

      Nick straightened. “I can clean up.”

      Soren chuckled. “Can you become a woman?”

      That was potentially problematic. “Maybe one of the female detectives can do us a solid.”

      That idea didn’t seem to excite Soren, but then, he wouldn’t be crazy about explaining how they connected the body to the club. Nobody liked a cheater.

      Nick glanced up the stairs. “Hey, I want to ask some questions here, check if anyone saw anything. See if there’s a window overlooking the alley.”

      “You want backup?”

      “No. I got it.”

      With a nod of his head, Soren returned to the crime scene.

      Nick had to be losing it. It was a smell. Just a scent. It probably wasn’t even her. But he couldn’t help himself. If it was her and not someone with the same perfume, he couldn’t resist the excuse to speak with her again.

      He followed the scent up the stairs and was surprised as hell at what he saw once he got there. At the top, there was a wall of glass with Sunrise House etched into the door. It didn’t take him long to put two and two together. This was some sort of community center, and he’d come in through the back entrance.

      Beyond the glass, his eyes caught on dark hair and red lips. Rowan. His heart skipped. She was surrounded by children painting, drawing, and working with clay. This must be some kind of art studio. She was helping them, her smile as brilliant as the sun. He watched her, entranced as she leaned over one girl’s shoulder and pointed at the canvas, then helped another child pour red paint into her tray. Her hands were covered in paint. A particularly vivid red splotch brightened her cheek.

      He could have watched her forever. She was like an angel, and the way the kids looked at her… Kids knew a good person when they saw one. There was nothing but love in those kids’ eyes. Everything about the scene brought him back to when he was a kid, when places like this were the only thing keeping him going, when life was dark and seemed otherwise hopeless. A lump formed in his throat.

      As if she could hear his thoughts, her gaze flicked up to his and connected through the glass. She knew he was there, watching her. No chickening out now. He opened the door.

      “Detective?” The smile faded from her face.

      He approached her with as much swagger as he could muster considering the sight of her made his insides turn to Jell-O. “Can I talk to you for a minute? It’s about an investigation.” He pointed his thumb toward the back entrance.

      “I haven’t seen a blond man here either,” she said, annoyance crinkling her eyes.

      He shook his head. “This is a different case.”

      “Two investigations in as many days. It seems I’m in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “It will only take a minute.”

      She pushed her hair back from her face and smeared the red on her cheek. He reached out but stopped before touching her when she pulled her head away from his hand.

      “You have something there. Paint.”

      “Oh.” She smiled, and he thought the light from it might burn him. She grabbed a clean rag from a pile on the counter and started dabbing at her cheek. “My office is this way.”

      He followed her into a tiny room with a desk that was way smaller than it should be for an adult. She leaned a hip against the front of it and crossed her arms over her chest.

      “What can I do for you, Detective?”

      “Do you work here?”

      “I own Sunrise House and act as its director.”

      Owned it. Beautiful, smart, and compassionate. He thanked the good Lord for his rib cage or his heart might jump into her arms.

      “What time did you come to work today?”

      “Around seven. I don’t usually come in that early, but I was helping out with the before-school program. We’re understaffed.”

      “When you came into the building, did you come in through the back or the front?”

      “My driver dropped me off in the front. What’s this about?”

      “Your driver. Did you take an Uber or taxi?”

      “Neither. I have a private driver.”

      Holy shit. Was she some sort of celebrity? A trust fund baby? He cleared his throat. “And you didn’t go out the back exit between then and now?”

      “No.”

      “Did any kids mention seeing anything strange out back?”

      “No. But they usually come in the front. I unlocked the back door this morning, but I didn’t see anything.”

      He nodded. She wasn’t lying, and he doubted she could have seen anything from inside the building anyway. It was the wrong angle, and a construction dumpster was in the way. “Is it okay if I look around the building, ask a few questions?”

      She scoffed. “Not until you tell me what’s going on.”

      He gave her his best disarming smile. “Were you here last night?”

      “No.”

      “Where were you last night?”

      “I had a showing at my gallery.” She crossed her arms over her chest. He was on thin ice here. He’d obviously annoyed her.

      “You work at a gallery too?”

      “I own Zelda’s Folly in Chelsea.” She sighed heavily.

      His chin dropped. Jesus, who was this woman? Everything about her intrigued him. She was like a puzzle he needed to solve, and he found his mind dwelling on ways to get closer to her. “I don’t know much about art. I mean, I like art. It’s okay, you know. It’s nice on the walls. You don’t really notice it, you know, in the doctor’s office or whatever. But it’s nice. Better than bare walls.” God, he was the world’s biggest loser right now. Bare walls? He internally groaned. “Thank you for your time, Miss… Rowan. What was your last name? I can’t remember.”

      “I didn’t tell you.” She stopped talking, and the silence stretched between them. Silence soaked in orange peels and smoke.

      She wasn’t going to tell him her last name, and he didn’t have a reason to require her to. Great. He turned to leave, but an idea, a long shot, made him stop abruptly and pull out his phone.

      “One more thing. Since you’re the artsy type, maybe you can tell me if you’ve ever seen this symbol.” He brought up the picture of the dead woman’s wrist. He wouldn’t normally share evidence from a crime scene, but he’d cropped the photo to only expose the logo. On the woman’s pale skin, there was no way to even tell the context of the symbol. He turned the screen in her direction.

      Then watched all the blood drain from her face.
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      Rowan stared down at the picture on the detective’s phone and tried not to react. The symbol was none other than the logo Adrienne had shown her yesterday for NAVAK. In fact, it was still on her desk, on a sheet of paper halfway under her ass. Her heart beat faster and she forced herself not to glance at the paper that was no doubt sticking out from under her hip. Nick was a detective, and if he was asking her about the symbol, there was likely a good reason, a reason she didn’t care to be associated with.

      “Have you seen it before?” he asked again, obviously trying to read her reaction.

      “Valor. My name is Rowan Valor.” She smiled sweetly. “I’m sorry I couldn’t be of more help. I have a class to teach. I’ll show you out.”

      She stood up and casually flipped the paper over on her desk. She attempted to escort him from her office by taking his arm and gesturing toward the door. Nick didn’t budge. The only thing she managed to do was place her body unreasonably close to him, a result that caused her inner dragon to raise her head.

      Only a few inches taller than her, he was nevertheless larger, a man whose arms a woman could get lost in. For a moment she stared at his mouth and the thin white scar that marred his upper lip. It was in the corner. She wondered if the same thing that had chipped his molar had made that scar.

      Her dragon shifted under her skin, hot and slick inside her, and she felt her temperature rise. She wanted to kiss that scar. She wanted to close the sliver of space between them and see if he tasted like the spicy sandalwood scent that seemed to follow him everywhere. But Harriet’s warning blared in her head. He was human. This was dangerous. For her own protection, she needed to get him out of here, fast.

      As if fate were toying with her, he stepped closer, his suit jacket brushing the tips of her breasts. By the Mountain, did he mean to kiss her? He leaned in, his mouth a luscious temptation within reach. But he tilted at the last second, his hand closing around the paper with the logo on her desk and pulling it out from under her hip. She closed her eyes and swallowed. When she opened them again, his expression had morphed from good-humored flirtation to something far more serious. All the muscles around his mouth tightened, pressing his lips into a flat line.

      He stared at the logo with an intensity that wrinkled his forehead.

      “That’s confidential!” She grabbed for the paper and ended up wrapping her hand around his.

      Rowan was a dragon. She was strong enough to physically force this human man to his knees. But the buzz that coursed through her when their fingers connected almost brought her to hers. The problem was his presence, his overwhelming masculinity. Her dragon wanted to roll over and expose her belly every time she saw him. Her stomach dropped as their eyes met, her hands went cold, and her breath came out in a shaky exhale. She released his hand.

      “Okay.” She smoothed the front of her dress and glanced at the toes of her shoes. “I’ve seen the symbol before—only yesterday actually—but I don’t know anything about it.” Even to her own ears, she sounded guilty as hell.

      “Explain.” His voice was low and all grit.

      “As I told you, I own Sunrise House. I love these kids. This is my passion. I own this building, but the land underneath it is a land lease.”

      Nick inhaled through his teeth.

      “Yes, I know. Not the smartest investment, but we needed this location. A local church used to own the lease, but they recently sold it to a real estate developer. Based on the guy’s MO, we fully expect he’s trying to have the place rezoned for commercial purposes.”

      “Who’s the developer?”

      “Gerald Stevenson.”

      Nick frowned.

      “You know him?”

      “Of him. What does he have to do with this symbol?”

      “That’s the corporate logo for the corporation who financed the purchase of the land out from under us. Gerald Stevenson was the front man, but my lawyer discovered these guys were behind it. Gerald sent us a letter of eviction. We still have three months until the lease expires, so we have some time, but my lawyer brought this to me because we’re trying to buy the land back and this is all the information we have on the company who owns it.”

      He snapped a picture of the page Adrienne had given her, then stared down his nose at her. “Lying to a detective is a very serious infraction.”

      He moved closer to her, and she backed up until her ass slapped the desk. She sat on the edge and tipped her head back to maintain eye contact. And oh, her dragon twisted inside her, coiling excitedly at his nearness. What was this? Her entire body tingled.

      “I’m sorry I lied to you, but the information on that page is confidential. I wasn’t at liberty to share it with you.”

      “Even if it could help an investigation?”

      She placed her hands on her hips. “How would I know that? You still haven’t shared a single detail about any crime. Am I a suspect? Are you interrogating me? Did you come in here with a warrant to search my office?”

      “No.” His eyes narrowed.

      “Then I don’t think I did anything wrong. And I never lied to you. I simply answered your question by saying I couldn’t help you. I can’t. Frankly, it’s a dead end. My lawyer has tried in vain to connect with a director or administrator, anyone he could make an offer for the land. NAVAK is completely anonymous, and Stevenson is intentionally unhelpful. The closest we can get is the bank they funnel their earnings through. That’s the address listed there. He couldn’t find anything else.”

      He quirked an eyebrow, and the corner of his mouth twitched. “I understand your reservations about sharing this with me. However, I’ve seen this information now. It was in plain sight after all, and you invited me in here.” He gestured toward the desk with a hand that was roughly the size of a bear paw. She wondered if it would feel rough against her skin.

      “True,” she said in a soft voice.

      “Well, Rowan Valor, I’m afraid there’s only one way I can think of to resolve this situation.”

      She inhaled deeply, filling herself with his heady, masculine scent. Her head swam and the tips of her breasts tingled. What was he saying?

      Leaning in, she concentrated on his lips. “What’s that?”

      “You help me find out who is behind this symbol. I have a lead. Someone has linked this logo to a local establishment. I’d like to check it out, but it would help my cover if I had a date. And maybe, if you’re with me, you’ll get some answers as well.”

      For a second she took him in, her eyes exploring the highlights and contours of his face. Was this really happening? Was he offering to help her find these people? “Are you allowed to do that? Bring a civilian in on an investigation like this?”

      He shook his head. “No.”

      “Oh.”

      “But I’m allowed to ask you on a date to a very exclusive club where I might or might not be investigating this symbol and you might or might not find out a few things you need to know.”

      “Oh.”

      “Would you like to go?”

      Trap set and sprung. She’d walked right into it. She couldn’t say no now. Despite Harriet’s warnings to stay away from the detective, if she didn’t help him with this after evading him, she’d look even guiltier. She had no idea what he was investigating, but the last thing she needed was for him to turn the spyglass on her or Firebrand. “When?”

      “Friday. It’s fancy. I’ve been told I need to clean up.”

      She stifled a laugh. She’d like to see that. “I have a dress.”

      In fact, she had a closet full of appropriate attire and an oread—a mountain nymph who fed off her magic and in return served her in a domestic capacity—who could make her something new in a matter of hours if she needed it.

      “Pick you up at nine?”

      “At Zelda’s Folly in Chelsea.” It was safer. She’d be crazy to give a total stranger her home address, even if it was one of many.

      He tipped his head and offered her a full smile. He handed her the paper, his fingers lingering on the back of her hand. “Good. It’s a date.”

      She didn’t breathe again until he was out the door.
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        New Orleans, Louisiana

      

      

      

      Tobias stood outside the gates of his brother’s Garden District home, feeling dejected. Everything he and Sabrina had worked for, their entire home and existence, had been deconstructed at vampire speed. All his clothes and things had been packed into boxes and hidden in a secret room behind the men’s bathroom mirror at the Chicago Theatre, a room that hadn’t been used since the days of Al Capone.

      For all intents and purposes, everything he had in the world now fit inside the rolling suitcase that had traveled with him from the airport. As instructed, he’d had his taxi drop him off two blocks from the Prytania Street address Gabriel had given him and he’d walked the rest of the way. But when he reached the Garden District home, he checked the address twice and was sure there had been a mistake. This couldn’t be the right place.

      The gate was locked. Worse, although he’d texted his brother Gabriel to say he’d arrived, the house beyond loomed dark and abandoned. The yard was overgrown, the screens on the windows covered in a thick layer of grime and rust that stained the peeling paint of the siding with orange streaks. Not only did the house look uncared for, it looked unwelcoming, with no lights on inside any of the windows. The New Orleans humidity settled over him like a hot, wet blanket, and everything in him told him to leave, to seek the welcoming air-conditioning of the nearest restaurant or bar.

      “I’m going to touch your hand.”

      Tobias jumped at the sound of his sister-in-law’s voice. Although it had seemed as if she’d been whispering in his ear, he couldn’t see her. But then her hand landed on his and everything changed. The yard tidied itself, the grass retracting into the earth until it appeared freshly mowed, the bushes’ gangly branches becoming perfectly sculpted, and the house’s exterior smoothed to a freshly painted, welcoming butter yellow. The gate clicked open.

      “To aíma tou aímatós mou,” Raven chanted as Tobias stepped across a granite slab that served as the threshold, carved with symbols he couldn’t read. She explained, “It roughly translates to blood of my blood. This place is protected with a blood ward, Gabriel’s and mine. Anyone who crosses the threshold must be touching one of us or be marked with our blood.”

      Tobias understood the need for such security. Ever since they’d discovered that their own mother had been part of the coup that resulted in the murder of their oldest sibling and their own exile from Paragon, their lives had been in jeopardy. Only a few short weeks ago, mommy dearest and her sidekick, an evil fairy named Aborella, had sent the captain of the Obsidian Guard to kill them. They’d survived the attack, but none of them were ignorant enough to believe it would be the only one. And that threat was completely separate and distinct from the one Tobias had to now share with Raven and Gabriel concerning his wife’s vampire kin.

      Raven closed the gate behind them and a ripple warped the air, tinting everything red for a flash before fading to normal again.

      “Whoa,” he said, placing a hand on his stomach at the place where he felt the spell pass through him.

      “Yeah, it’s strong. Witch and dragon magic braided together.” She rubbed a hand over the small mound of her lower belly. “Pregnant witch. This little guy has made me about twenty times stronger than usual. No one is getting in here without an invitation.”

      “And no one can see us from outside the gate?”

      “Or hear us. Or find us. The house isn’t in either of our names. Gabriel has a lawyer friend who set up a trust as owner. There’s no way to trace us. You’re safe here.”

      “What exactly did you mean, marked by your blood?”

      She flipped over her wrist and showed him a small red tattoo of three wavy lines bisected by an arrow. “We put a drop of our blood in the ink.”

      He sucked air in through his teeth. “As a doctor, I have to tell you that is not medically advisable.”

      Gabriel strode through the front door and grabbed his suitcase out of his hand. “The only thing that matters is that it’s magically advisable.”

      “Hello, brother.” He accepted Gabriel’s hug. “I appreciate your taking me in on such short notice.”

      “About that, your message was light on the details. Come inside, have a drink, and tell us why you suddenly had to leave your wife.” Gabriel ushered them inside, depositing Tobias’s bag in the foyer before following Raven into a formal dining room where a tea service fit for royalty was waiting.

      Meow. A calico cat leaped down from the bookshelf and rubbed against his legs. He reached down and scratched her behind the ears. “Missed you too, Artemis.”

      “She’s the best cat, Tobias. Honestly, thank you,” Raven said.

      “No. Thank you. It wasn’t like I could keep her.”

      “Have some coffee or tea. You look exhausted.” Raven motioned toward the spread.

      “You two didn’t have to do all this,” Tobias said. He’d been rushed to leave Chicago and hadn’t eaten since breakfast, so it was a welcome sight.

      “We didn’t. Compliments of Juniper and Hazel.” Gabriel poured himself a coffee.

      That’s right. Juniper and Hazel were Gabriel’s oreads. Tobias hadn’t ever taken one into his service, but only because he’d gone through a phase where he’d tried to deny who he was. He had no problem with them now.

      Raven’s hand landed on his. “Tell us what happened. Did you and Sabrina have a falling-out?”

      “No, nothing like that. It turns out that an ancient vampire named Aldrich saw me shift at Sabrina’s coronation.”

      There was a collective inhale as Gabriel and Raven digested that news. They knew as well as he did that vampires and shifters had a long, violent history.

      “As master, Sabrina can control her coven, and all the Chicago vampires have accepted me. But Aldrich is a member of the Forebears, the vampire council of elders. He’s put a price on my head.” Tobias frowned and mumbled, “All our heads.”

      Raven fisted a scone and took a fast, aggressive bite, never breaking eye contact. Her fingers drummed nervously on the table. It took Gabriel longer to connect all the dots.

      “Are you saying, brother, that the elder vampires not only know we exist but have explicitly ordered all their kind to… seek out and eliminate any and all dragons that might be among them?”

      “More or less. And the words you are looking for are dead or alive.”

      Gabriel leaned back in his chair. “Well now, I’d thought Mother and Brynhoff trying to kill us and finding out my mate was pregnant with a dragon whelp was all the excitement I could expect this year. It seems I was wrong. The vampires want us dead too. My, my, we are popular.”

      Raven shook her head. “I’m so sorry, Tobias. You can stay with us as long as you need to. But what about the others? We haven’t been able to find Rowan or Alexander, let alone your siblings in Europe. How do we warn them?”

      “No luck at reaching Rowan then, since I last saw you?” Tobias frowned. When they’d visited Rowan’s last known residence, an older human woman had informed them she was dead. They understood that as a dragon, their sister was certainly not dead, but the box the woman had given them held no clues to where she might be. Inside was a small photo of Rowan with Tobias the last time he’d been to Manhattan and run into her, circa 1977. There were some dried forget-me-not flowers, an unopened box of movie-sized Sno-Caps, and the ticket stub to opening night of Star Wars. The wooden box itself had been decorated with an ornate dragon inlay on the top.

      “Nothing in the box is receptive to my magic,” Raven said. “I believe the box and its contents are enchanted so that they cannot be used to find her.”

      “Why would she do that?” Tobias asked.

      Gabriel gave a low chuckle. “Simple. She wanted you to know she was safe, that she loved you, and that she was disappearing for a while. Everything in that box is about you. She must have thought you would be the only one who might come looking for her.”

      “I was the only one who knew where to find her.”

      “She probably planned to contact you once her identity was scrubbed,” Raven said.

      Tobias groaned. “And now she can’t. I sold the house, shut off the landline, and the hospital has no forwarding address for me.”

      “She never had your cell phone?” Gabriel asked.

      “No. The last time I saw her, cell phones weren’t a thing.”

      Raven exchanged a glance with Tobias. “I’m at a total loss. Without something of Rowan’s that she’s touched recently and hasn’t been charmed against my magic, I can’t do a locator spell. My last hope is to try to use the dress she brought from Paragon, but it’s been so long since she wore it that I don’t have high hopes.”

      Gabriel coupled his hands. “Our siblings have stayed hidden this long. There is no reason to believe that will change anytime soon.”

      “True,” Tobias said. “Sabrina and her father are wiping the minds of the coven. They mean to convince Aldrich that he didn’t see what he thought he did. If all goes well, this will work itself out and everything will go back to normal.”

      Raven poured herself a cup of coffee and slowly stirred in some cream. It was all Tobias could do to restrain himself from lecturing her on the dangers of caffeine to pregnant women. No one said a word over the sound of the clinking spoon. She raised the mug to her lips.

      All of a sudden, Raven started to laugh so hard her skin twinkled and the coffee in her mug began to boil. Big rolling bubbles foamed above the rim until she was forced to set it down on the table where it scorched the tablecloth.

      “Why are you laughing, Raven?” Gabriel asked.

      She stopped, the smile fading from her lips slowly. “Tobias said everything will go back to normal.” She laughed again and leaned back in her chair. “Nothing about you dragon siblings is, was, or ever will be normal.”
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      By Friday Nick had learned a few things about his latest case. The dead girl had a name: Allison Sumner. And she wasn’t originally from New York but West Virginia where she’d had a troubled home life. Her parents said she’d moved out when she was eighteen, four years ago, and given them no forwarding address. They hadn’t heard from her since. And no, she hadn’t had the tattoo the last time they’d seen her.

      She’d been killed the night before she was found. Killed and dumped. It was waste management—two sanitation workers—who’d found her beside the dumpster. No one could tell him about the wounds, although his going hypothesis was that she was part of a body-suspension cult—people who got their jollies from hanging themselves from the ceiling with hooks.

      He shook his head. This job never got easier.

      “Here ya go. Zelda’s Folly gallery,” the Uber driver said.

      It was raining like God had left the spigot on. Giant sheets of water thundered against the windshield and made him feel like they were inside a carwash.

      “Wait here while I get my girl,” Nick said.

      “I don’t get paid to wait.”

      Nick tossed a twenty in the guy’s direction. “There. You’ve been paid.”

      The rain on the passenger’s side of the car let up, and a posh elderly woman’s face appeared in the window. Under the sizable protection of a black golf umbrella, she raised her wrinkled knuckles to rap against the passenger-side glass. The driver rolled down the window a crack.

      “Mr. Grandstaff.” The woman smiled toward Nick. He got the sense she’d been royalty in a former life, or maybe a ballerina based on that straight back and long neck. All he knew for sure was that there was enough cashmere and pearls adorning her perfect posture to warrant her own security guard, and her gray hair was tamed into a perfect twist at the back of her head. “Miss Valor requests that you join her inside and release this driver. She’s having her personal car brought around to take you both to your destination.”

      Nick grabbed the twenty back from the driver.

      “Hey!”

      “You heard the lady. Take off.” He exited the car and hunched to fit under the umbrella.

      “I am Rowan’s personal assistant, Harriet. Mr. Grandstaff, it’s a pleasure.”

      “Nick.” He shook her hand.

      “Please, come with me.”

      He jogged ahead and opened the door for her, thankful for the small awning over the entrance. Harriet shook out the umbrella and angled it carefully beside her. He entered behind her, brushed the mist off his jacket, and realized he was in a different world.

      “Oh wow,” he said.

      Whoever the artist was liked red. Canvas after canvas showcased the color, some depicting a scene entirely in rose-colored hues, others highlighting one important thing in the painting with a shock of red.

      “Do you know Able McKenzie?” Harriet asked.

      “I read about him in the New York Times, but I’ve never seen his work up close.”

      She folded her hands in front of her hips. “How does it make you feel?”

      Crap. He hadn’t expected a pop quiz. He rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m no art critic, but I guess… it reminds me of blood.”

      “Oh?”

      “Like this softer one here, that’s like blood as the source of life. And that one over there with the splash of red in that ice-cream cone shape—that looks like poison, like something dangerous. And that one there with the black areas, that’s someone bleeding to death.” He chuckled. Of course they weren’t any of those things. The paintings were abstract. What he’d described as an ice-cream cone was a random grouping of shapes that probably weren’t meant to represent anything at all.

      But Harriet was smiling. “Very insightful, Mr. Grandstaff.”

      “Was I close?”

      She shrugged. “Interpretation, like beauty, is in the eye of the beholder. But that one you pointed to is titled Poisoned Ice Cream.”

      “Really?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “It’s called Sunday Afternoon in Central Park.”

      “Ah, but I had the ice cream thing.”

      She sent him a thin smile.

      “Mr. Grandstaff…”

      “Nick.”

      “Nick, I wonder if you might allow me to have a look at your palm.” Harriet held out her hand to him.

      “My palm?”

      Harriet gave him a wide smile and an encouraging nod. He held out his hand. The woman cradled it between her own and inspected his palm as if it were a map she was trying to read.

      Until Rowan’s voice cut through the room. “Put your hand away, Nick. Harriet, you know better.”

      Harriet dropped his hand like it was hot. She bowed slightly, turned on her heel, and took off before Nick could even thank her for the umbrella. It didn’t matter. When he saw Rowan, he lost all ability to speak.

      She was a vision in red that outshone anything in the gallery, her black hair cascading around the lace trim on her shoulders. A goddess in stilettos. He desperately wanted to touch her. It would be transcendent. He needed to tell her. He needed to break open his soul and use his finest words to woo her into his arms.

      He swallowed, cleared his throat, and said, “Hi.”
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      The dress was worth every penny she’d paid for it and then some. Nick’s stare was a palpable thing that seemed to burn at her neck before tracing its way over her shoulder and around her waist. His mouth hung open, speechless. He was speechless.

      Harriet passed her on her way to the office, setting her hand on her forearm to get her attention. “This is a bad idea, Rowan. You’re playing with fire,” she whispered before disappearing into the back room.

      Rowan knew what she meant. The more time she spent with Nick, the more likely he was to remember their first meeting and that she’d stolen the Raindrop of Heaven from the Stevensons. He might be a homicide detective, but she was sure his knowing she had committed grand larceny wouldn’t go over well. And if that wasn’t enough to make him hate her and potentially arrest her, ruining her most important identity, she was sure the part where she’d forced him to drink the forget-me-juice would.

      She didn’t want him to hate her. At the moment she wasn’t sure what she wanted from him, but it definitely involved him looking at her the way he was right now.

      “Hi,” he said.

      She gave him a warm smile. “Hello.” When he didn’t say anything else, she added, “Don’t ever let Harriet read your palm.”

      “Why not?”

      “She thinks she can tell people’s fortunes, and her readings can be disturbing. She’s got a penchant for the morbid.”

      “I’m a homicide detective. I deal with morbid every day.”

      “Trust me. It’s creepy.”

      “If you say so.”

      She allowed her gaze to linger on his threads. Perfect clubbing gear. Dark-wash jeans, fitted shirt, jacket. She loved that he wasn’t clean-shaven and wondered what his scruff would feel like against her skin.

      He puffed out his chest, smoothing his jacket and flashing her a crooked grin. “What do you think? Will they let me in?”

      “I’m not sure. Which club?” She grinned.

      He deflated. “Ouch.”

      “I’m joking.” She placed a hand gently on his arm and watched his face soften with her touch. His eyelids sank halfway, his stormy gray eyes darkening. Under her skin, her dragon twisted and her heart rate quickened. Odd. It was rare for her inner beast to be so active, but she seemed incredibly interested in this human man. She cleared her throat and removed her hand from his arm, gesturing toward the paintings. “You see blood? I overheard you speaking with Harriet.”

      He shifted uncomfortably. “Yeah.” He winced. “Is that disturbing to you? I promise I don’t usually see blood everywhere.”

      She laughed. “No. Able’s work reminds me of blood as well.”

      “Really?”

      She nodded. “Harriet sees fruit, a broken pomegranate to be exact. Others see flower petals. One art dealer I know swore he thought it was representative of fire. One of the things I love about Able is he draws out our subconscious biases.”

      Nick frowned. “Are you saying you and I have a bias for blood? That’s pretty grim.”

      She shrugged. “It’s a grim world.”

      For a moment he stared at the paintings, growing uneasy and fidgeting with his pocket. She regretted her last comment. It wasn’t attractive to let her inner darkness out. She should have said she saw fabric, or paint. She did run a gallery after all.

      “What happened to you?” he asked evenly.

      “What makes you think something happened to me?”

      He turned to her. “You see blood because you’ve seen blood. I was a cop—now a homicide detective. It makes sense that I’ve seen blood. But when did you?”

      The kindness in his voice was almost her undoing. She could resist his obvious attraction to her and his charming flirtations, but true kindness was too much. It hit too close to something vulnerable inside her, something she kept walled off from the world.

      She cast an eye toward the front window. “We should go. Djorji is waiting.”

      “Who’s Djorji?”

      “My driver.”

      “Oh right.” He passed her on the way to the door, using his longer legs and much flatter shoes to his advantage. In a subtle way that made it seem unintentional, he palmed the handle of the umbrella drying in the umbrella stand before opening the door for her and popping it open above her head. He walked her to the car where Djorji stood ready to help her into the back seat.

      “You’re pretty smooth with that umbrella,” she said to Nick. “You should save your chivalry for a real date.”

      He sighed. “I thought I made it clear this was a real date.”

      “I assumed that was an excuse, a cover for us investigating together.” She bent her head and brushed a hand down the front of her dress as if she were smoothing wrinkles that weren’t there.

      His heavy hand landed in the curve of her back, and her eyes snapped to his. She allowed him to guide her against his chest.

      “It’s a real date.”

      His lips were close, and he was big. Big hands, big shoulders. She was a tall woman and she was a dragon, had grown up with dragons. This close, she could tell he was big enough to pass as one, and his nearness sent her inner beast into a frenzy. Muscles deep within her clenched and her skin turned hot.

      “I mean, I want it to be a real date. Do you?”

      She parted her lips, the heat of his body a sharp contrast to the cool rain pattering against the umbrella and sheeting down around them. His eyes were equally stormy. For a second she was lost in the moment. “I… Yes, I want that too.”

      “Prove it.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Prove this is a date.”

      “How, exactly, am I supposed to prove that to you?”

      His throat bobbed as he swallowed. “Kiss me.”

      Now her dragon writhed, and heat bloomed between her legs. She could barely hold her wings in. Her nipples hardened against his chest. She wanted to kiss him. Wanted to taste him. She placed her hand against his cheek. Rough. Stubbled. Hard. “The kiss comes at the end of the date.” She giggled and spent far too long inspecting a dimple in his chin before climbing inside the vehicle.

      “Where to, ma’am?” Djorji asked.

      She glanced expectantly at Nick, who had folded the umbrella and slid in beside her. She had no idea where they were going.

      “Wicked Divine,” he said. “Do you need the address?”

      Djorji shook his head. He knew Wicked Divine. So did Rowan.

      “What?” Nick asked.

      Rowan gave him a sideways look. She was a dragon, an expert at keeping secrets. She’d remained completely impassive. So why was Nick studying her? “I didn’t say anything.”

      He leaned forward in his seat. “There’s something I should share with you, Rowan. It’s probably not fair for me to keep this from you.”

      “Oh? You have a secret?”

      “I’m not just a detective. I have a certain background… a set of specialized skills. As it so happens, I’m an expert at reading people.”

      “Uh-huh.” She arched an eyebrow. Too bad for him she wasn’t “people”—she wasn’t even human.

      “Your friend Harriet may read palms. I read body language. When you brushed your hands over your skirt, crossed your legs, and then decided to look out the window instead of asking me about Wicked Divine, I knew there was something you weren’t telling me. What do you know about this place that I don’t?”

      Fuck. She looked him directly in the eye and put on her sweetest smile. “I drank too much and became ill there a few years ago. It’s a bad memory.”

      He narrowed his eyes at her. “Riiiight. Liar… liar… pants on fire,” he drawled. “How about you try again. What else do you know about Wicked Divine?”

      “You’re really good at this.”

      “The best. Government certified. Better than a polygraph.”

      Rowan rubbed her hands together nervously. What could she tell him? He wasn’t ready to learn the truth. As a human, he might never be ready.

      “Okay. You’re right. I’m not crazy about sharing this, but I used to date the owner, Michael Verinetti.” Absolutely true. Nick didn’t need to know the guy was a shape-shifter and the head of the largest shifter pack in the Northeast. Michael could be a powerful ally in the hunt for information about NAVAK, or a powerful enemy if he was still pained about their breakup. She’d been the one to end things, and she’d been careful to stay out of the places he frequented since.

      Thank the Mountain it seemed to be enough of an explanation for Nick. “Things still awkward between you?”

      “Shouldn’t be. It’s been a number of years since I’ve seen him.”

      “I’ve never been so happy to be carrying a gun.” He flashed her a crooked grin that made the scar on his lip more pronounced.

      “We probably won’t run into him. Unless something has changed dramatically, he’s usually too busy managing things behind the scenes to notice what’s going on at the front of the house.”

      Nick leaned back against the leather seat, his gaze sweeping over her. “If all goes as planned, we’ll find what we’re looking for quickly and be out of there before he has a chance.”

      Rowan nodded, but inside, her stomach clenched. Nick didn’t know it yet, but they’d soon be arriving at a known supernatural hotbed, and the detective was likely in more danger than he realized.
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      Good God, the woman was beautiful. A beautiful puzzle full of secrets. She’d lied to him, twice now. He wanted to believe she’d had good reasons, but he was also wary. It didn’t make him feel all warm and fuzzy inside to think they’d arrived at a club owned by her ex-boyfriend, a club linked to the logo that was on his murder victim, who was found behind her community center. Coincidence? He didn’t believe in coincidences.

      Wicked Divine was one of those high-end places in prime real estate. Anyone who owned property here wasn’t just loaded, they had connections. Michael Verinetti wasn’t someone he wanted to deal with tonight. And he wasn’t fooling himself—there was no way they wouldn’t run into the guy. Rowan exuded sexual energy in that red dress and heels. Every man within a fifty-yard radius was going to notice her. Word would get back to Verinetti.

      Nick helped Rowan out of the car and led her toward the club, distracted by the bare skin of her back under his fingertips. Fuck, he needed to concentrate. He had work to do. A girl was dead and he needed to find Soren’s lead, the one with the same tattoo, and investigate if it had anything to do with her murder. That meant he had to resist his desire to not take his eyes or hands off Rowan. A tall order considering every cell in his body was cheering for him to pursue her relentlessly. His libido was on the megaphone and his hormones had formed a pyramid. He was trying to keep his dick from raising the flag.

      “Nick, over here.” Soren waved to him from across the parking lot, then did a double take when he saw Rowan. Nick watched his jaw drop in a way that would be comical if it wasn’t so embarrassingly obvious.

      “Everything okay?” Nick asked, fixing Soren with a deadly stare. “You have a little drool there.”

      “No. Uh, who’s your friend?”

      “Soren, this is Rowan. She’s the owner of Sunrise House.” He raised his eyebrow. Soren immediately connected the dots and didn’t push it any further.

      “Well, all right.” He gestured toward the bouncer. “After you.”

      This was the hard part, getting in without alerting everyone to the fact he was a cop. He took Rowan’s arm and led her to the front of the line where a bald and heavily tattooed bouncer gave him a puzzled look.

      “The end of the line’s back there, buddy.” The man gestured with his head, then pointed toward Rowan. “She can go in, but you’re gonna have to wait.”

      “We’re on the VIP list,” he said. At least he hoped they were. He’d had an analyst in the department working on pulling a few strings all day.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Grandstaff.”

      The man scrolled through a few screens on his tablet, barely looking at the names. “No one on my list by that name.”

      He glanced back at Soren, who stepped forward and said, “Try Averdale.”

      The man scanned Soren from head to toe. He never even looked at his tablet. “Not on the list.”

      Nick glanced back at the line. They might be able to interview some of the people who were waiting, but—

      “Check again,” Rowan said. When had she moved her hand to the man’s wrist? And holy shit, that was one hell of a ruby on her finger. It almost seemed to pulse as it glinted in the moonlight. “Try Valor.”

      The bouncer looked her in the eye, and Nick saw something strange pass through his expression, a subtle widening of the eyes and flaring of the nostrils. Recognition and fear. He was desperately trying to hide it.

      “Of course, Ms. Valor.” He reached for the rope and unclipped it, letting them through. “Have a good time.”

      The bouncer hooked the rope behind them and Nick followed her to the door, trying his best to keep his dangling jaw from wagging in her wake. A hostess opened the door for her and the music swallowed them, a pulsing throb that he could feel on his skin and was accompanied by coordinated dancing lights. He had to lean in so she could hear him.

      “There is no way that guy isn’t going to tell his boss you’re here,” he said into her ear.

      She smiled and leaned in to answer him, her warm breath hitting the shell of his ear in a way that made his cock twitch. “It couldn’t be avoided. Did you see that line? We weren’t getting in without help. We need to hurry though. As much as I’d like to believe there’s no bad blood between us, I’m not sure how Michael will react to me being here. Like I said, we haven’t seen each other in years.”

      If Nick didn’t know better, he would have thought he’d come down with an instant case of heartburn, but the ache in his chest had nothing to do with his digestion. He suddenly had an urge to punch Michael Verinetti in the solar plexus, which made absolutely no sense and was completely not like him. He cracked his neck and tried to get his head in the game.

      “Let’s split up,” he said to Soren, who had edged to his side. “Try to find your friend or anyone else with the tattoo. Text if you find anything.”

      Soren nodded once and disappeared into the crowd. Nick hooked his hand around Rowan’s upper arm.

      “What exactly are we looking for?”

      “Anything or anyone with that logo I showed you.”

      “Would it be more effective for us to divide and conquer? I could ask around. We might be able to cover more people.”

      He shook his head slowly. No way did he want her more than an arm’s reach way from him. Not in this crowd. Not in that dress.

      “It’s better if we stay together. Look like a couple. Blend in.”

      She seemed to agree because she threaded her fingers into his and held his hand. As they entered the crowd, Nick tried to concentrate on scanning the arms and wrists around him for the symbol, but it was hard to think of anything but the feel of her hand in his. He forced himself to focus. Nothing unusual. Expensive suits. More jewelry than he’d ever seen in one place in his life. Botox-tightened skin. Shiny, color-treated hair. Perfectly straight smiles.

      Rowan stopped at the edge of the dance floor. “Nothing.”

      “Me either.”

      She tipped her head toward the bar, where it took exactly five seconds for the bartender, who looked like he needed surgery to remove the giant chip on his shoulder, to notice Rowan. The guy was an Irish caricature with shocking red hair, freckled skin, and a scrappy physique. Nick could already tell he was going to be a pain in the ass.

      “That’s Connor. He sees everything,” she said. “Whether he’ll share it with you or not is a different story.”

      Nick raised an eyebrow. “We’ll see about that.”

      They sidled up to the bar where Connor served the person he was waiting on, then made a beeline to where they’d pulled up a stool.

      “Rowan. There’s a face I never thought I’d see in here again,” Connor said. “Can I mix you my special Irish jig martini? It’s Irish cream, vanilla vodka, and a bit of Irish luck to either knock you on your arse or have you knocking him on his. Whatever suits you.”

      “No, thanks, Connor,” Rowan said. “It sounds delicious, but unfortunately, I’m not drinking tonight. I’m here on business and I need a favor.”

      Nick felt her gentle nudge at his elbow, and he produced the pictures he had brought with him. The first was Allison Sumner’s high school senior portrait and the second was of the symbol tattooed on her wrist.

      “Have you seen this girl?” He started with the portrait.

      Connor glanced down at the photo. “No.”

      He caught Rowan frowning at the picture and quickly slipped it back inside his jacket.

      “Are you sure? She sometimes went by the name Allison.”

      “So many girls come in here. I don’t remember every face.”

      Nick analyzed Connor’s body language. He was telling the truth.

      “What about this?” He slid the picture of the tattoo across the bar between Connor’s hands. “She had this tattoo on her wrist. You ever see this tattoo before?”

      Connor went absolutely still. Gotcha.

      “No. Sorry.” Connor’s eyes shifted away toward the woman three stools down who was motioning for his attention. “I need to get back to work.”

      That wouldn’t do. Nick reached across the bar and grabbed Connor’s hand before he could go anywhere, twisting and bending his little finger toward his wrist. It was a little trick of the trade. Uncomfortable. Got their attention. “I have a few more questions.”

      Connor froze and slowly looked down at Nick’s grip on his hand and wrist. His free hand balled into a fist. “Rowan, tell your guest to unhand me or I’ll pretty up his mug with a bit of black and blue and a few more scars for his collection.”

      Locked in eye-to-eye combat, Nick prepared himself for whatever Connor could dish out. He didn’t want to fight the guy, but he needed answers. “You’re lying about the tattoo. Tell me what you know.”

      Rowan’s manicured hand landed on Nick’s, and all his aggression seemed to drain out at her touch. “Let him go, Nick. Connor is a friend. This isn’t how we treat friends here.”

      Ah, hell. He didn’t want to burn any bridges with her informant. He released his grip and watched Connor stretch his fingers and massage his wrist.

      “Connor?” Rowan moved closer to the bar. “This is important.”

      Connor shook his head. “Don’t get involved in this, Rowan. Trust me on this one. Drop it. I don’t know nothing about the girl.”

      “But you’ve seen the tattoo,” Nick said, catching the nuance in the man’s voice.

      Rowan squeezed his upper arm and said, “Nick, come on. Dance with me. Connor has things to do.”

      Nick scowled at the bartender, who vamoosed without another word. He swept the picture off the bar and stashed it in the interior pocket of his jacket with the other one. Rowan led him to the dance floor and slipped her arms around his neck. Thank God for slow songs.

      “You know he was lying, right?” he whispered in her ear.

      “If Connor’s lying to me about something, it’s because he has to. It must have something to do with Verinetti.”

      “Tell me the truth. Did things between you and Verinetti end badly?”

      “No, just sooner than he would have preferred. He still occasionally buys art from Zelda’s Folly, but Harriet handles those transactions.”

      “So if Mr. Art Aficionado had a secret that Connor was keeping for him, who in his inner circle would be most likely to crack?” He’d like to crack someone right now. Anything to finish up here and get to the good stuff with this woman in his arms.

      She tilted her face up at his, and he had a moment to take in her softly curved nose, smooth olive skin, and amber eyes. “I think the first thing we should do is visit the VIP room.”
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      Nick was going to be a problem. Rowan hadn’t felt her inner dragon roil inside her like that in a long time. Dancing in his arms, his sandalwood-and-spice scent surrounding her, it was all she could do to keep her mating trill from rumbling in his ear. What was wrong with her? This man could ruin her, and she’d do well to remember that.

      Had he picked up on the supernatural energy in Wicked Divine? Or did the tattoo of a wolf howling in front of the moon on the bouncer’s neck seem like any other tattoo? Connor’s red hair and green eyes revealed more than an Irish ethnicity; he was a leprechaun and a magical slave to Verinetti, who held his pot of gold in a vault under this place. He couldn’t have told Nick anything even if he’d wanted to. Which meant Michael was hiding something, something about NAVAK.

      No, she didn’t think Nick had noticed anything strange about the place at all. Although Rowan was rather fascinated by the human’s speed and agility. One did not easily snatch the wrist of an adult leprechaun. Odder still, Connor hadn’t immediately responded with a blow, which was curious indeed. The leprechaun was an infamous hothead. Which meant something about Nick that had given him pause. Rowan saw it too. Nick was imposing for a human.

      The scent of shifters grew stronger as Rowan led Nick up the stairs toward the VIP lounge. The upstairs bouncer recognized her immediately and let her through. She couldn’t remember his name, but knew he was a shifter whose animal of choice was a tiger. He winked one yellow eye at her as she passed by.

      Unlike the dance floor, which was mostly populated by humans, the VIP lounge was brimming with the most important members of the Manhattan supernatural community. She noticed Eva Hart right away. Her latest single was rising up the charts like it was strapped to a turbo booster. What it was actually strapped to was an ohrwurm spell. Eva was a powerful witch, and if you heard one of her songs, you never forgot it.

      As Rowan moved deeper into the dim room filled with leather couches, she saw Travellers like Harriet; a slew of werewolves; a handful of fairies, none of whom she’d ever seen before; and a gnome who was a popular fashion designer. Just like the rest of New York, Wicked Divine was a tossed salad of diverse supernatural beings, drawn here by the promise of liberty, the vast natural resources, and the cloak of human weirdness that made it easy for them to blend in and disguise their true nature.

      Only one supernatural group wouldn’t dare set foot in Wicked Divine: vampires. Vampires and shifters did not, historically speaking, get along. Even from her earliest memories in Paragon, her family’s political connections with Nochtbend, the vampire kingdom, were tentative at best. Two different worlds, the same challenges. Luckily, Manhattan had always been a shifter territory. The New Amsterdam pack had been the preeminent supernatural rule in Manhattan for hundreds of years. For all intents and purposes, Verinetti was king. Not of her, of course. She’d been around long enough to secure her independence from the pack and stake her claim as an equal, but still, her past relationship with Verinetti had elevated her power and influence in Manhattan.

      He’d also kept her secret. Most people she interacted with had no idea she was a dragon. They suspected she was some type of were or shifter, but no one would be so rude as to require a demonstration. It was better that way, though the magical energy she put off did not go unnoticed. Even now, Eva turned to look her over, attracted by the power in the air. Rowan kept what she was carefully hidden to all but Harriet and Harriet’s people, which included Djorji. She hadn’t revealed it to Michael until they’d become physically intimate, a time in her life when she’d thought she might love him. That was before she’d learned that the only thing Michael truly loved was power.

      She found a couch in the darkest corner of the room and stopped in front of it. “I need you to wait here for me.”

      “Huh? Why?” Nick’s voice was low and gritty.

      She raised her chin and gave him her most disarming smile. “I need to use the ladies’ room.”

      His eyes narrowed and a muscle in his jaw tensed. He didn’t believe her. Damn, he truly was a human lie detector. Nevertheless, he didn’t push it and lowered himself to the sofa.

      “When the server comes, will you order me a fireball mule?”

      He sighed. “Sure.”

      Sensuously, she ran her nails over his shoulder, hoping the unspoken promise was enough to keep him in his seat. They shared undeniable chemistry, and she didn’t mind using that to keep him safe.

      She sashayed toward Verinetti’s office.

      Michael Verinetti always reminded Rowan of a young Al Pacino in The Godfather. His face was different: bigger nose, longer hair, and hazel eyes instead of brown, but he had the same Mediterranean complexion and could lie as if he believed every false word that crossed his lips. Although he was known for being loyal to his allies, he could also be ruthless. No one wanted to be on Verinetti’s bad side.

      He was a true shifter, able to change into any animal he wished, but Michael was a film buff and since the 1980s he’d carried a minor obsession with the movie Labyrinth. Since then, his animal of choice was a snowy owl, a preference that was reinforced when Harry Potter’s Hedwig became popular. Michael was all about popularity: looks, impressions, trends. When they’d dated decades ago, he’d become annoyed with her involvement in children’s charities, not understanding her “obsession with the city’s refuse.” In the end, that was why things hadn’t worked out. Rowan befriended and cared for humans and supernatural beings from all walks of life and backgrounds. Wealth meant nothing to her, nor did the latest fashions, although she tried to dress with the times. What meant the most to her was the heart of a person. Kindness, warmth, friendship. Michael could never understand the joy of painting a picture with a child. Not unless he was planning to sell that picture for big money.

      She knocked softly on his office door and found it unlocked. It swung open at the force of her knuckles.

      “Looking for me?”

      She pivoted to find Michael behind her, close behind her, his musky scent tingling gamey and sharp in her nostrils. “Hello, Michael,” she said. “How have you been?”

      He blinked slowly. “Vince said you were here. I thought he was smoking something. I’d heard you were dead.”

      “One of my identities.”

      “Does your current identity need a job or to borrow money?” He flashed her a wolfish grin.

      “Uh, no.”

      “So this is a social visit? Lucky me.” The corner of his mouth lifted and he stepped in closer, looking at her through hooded eyes.

      “I need to ask you something,” she said. “In private.”

      “My luck is getting better. Come on in.”

      She walked into his office, feeling like a fly crawling willingly into the spider’s web. Shifters were strong and fast. Not as strong and fast as dragons, but she was a female of her species and small for a dragon, and she hadn’t been trained as a warrior like her brothers. Although she’d never had a doubt she could overpower a human, when it came to other supernaturals, her survival over the centuries had often come down to her wit and diplomacy. It was an uneasy feeling being shut in a room with Verinetti. Between the unwanted sexual energy coming off him and her knowledge that he had once skinned a shifter alive for stealing from him, it took more than a little nerve for her to allow him to close the door.

      “What is this important thing that brings you to my club after all these years?” he asked, his voice low and smooth.

      Rowan reached into her purse and produced the paper with the symbol. She unfolded it carefully and held it out to him. “Do you know anything about the company with this logo?”

      The smile faded from his face. “Where did you get this?”

      “My lawyer. This company bought the land under my building. I need to buy it back, but I can’t find who to contact to make the offer.”

      Michael cracked his neck. “Buy a new building, Rowan. That company is unreachable, and even if you could find a contact, they wouldn’t take your money.”

      “Why not? What do you know about them?”

      He clucked his tongue. “You’ll have to trust me on this one.”

      She dropped her chin and placed both hands on his upper arms. “Michael, please. I do trust you, but there are children involved. Sunrise House. You know how important those kids are to me. If there’s any way, any string you could pull—”

      “There isn’t.”

      Rowan’s breath caught, and she allowed her surprise to show on her face. “Michael, you practically run this town. What is it about this company that has you rolling over?”

      There was a long pause as Michael gritted his teeth and looked at her out of the corner of his eyes. The one thing she could always count on with Michael was the strength of his ego. She’d phrased his inability to help her as a presumed weakness. If her logic paid off, he wouldn’t be able to stop himself from countering that presumption.

      “You always knew me so well. All these years, I’ve wondered what happened to you. After things ended, it was like you fell off the planet for a while.”

      “When you live as long as we do, it’s important to change your identity now and then.”

      “For you it seems like changing your shirt.”

      “Fair. Is that why you won’t help me? You’re still angry with me?” She held up the symbol.

      “All I can tell you is this… and this is between you and me, not for public knowledge…” He pointed a finger at her face.

      “Of course. I won’t tell a soul. Who would I tell?” She shrugged one shoulder.

      “Not even Harriet.”

      Rowan shook her head. “Not even Harriet.” She wasn’t sure she could keep that promise, but she’d say anything to keep him talking.

      “This logo represents the corporate front for a growing group of supernaturals from outside Manhattan who are taking up residence on the island for the first time in history. They are… preparing for mass occupation by acquiring property for their members. But as you might suspect, given their nature, they are very secretive about their acquisitions. Just like you and me.”

      She shook her head in confusion. “What supernaturals have never been on the island?”

      He didn’t say a word, just walked around her to a bar against the far wall and poured two glasses of something brown and strongly alcoholic by the smell of it. “It’s not my secret to tell, and you of all people know I am a man of discretion.” He handed her the drink.

      She took a sip. Scotch. There was only one supernatural creature she knew of that had never occupied Manhattan. But it couldn’t be. It would mean Michael was going against his nature.

      “It’s vampires, isn’t it?” she asked, her eyes widening. “Oh my God, Michael. How are you involved? Are you safe?”

      He took a lock of her hair between his first two fingers, bringing his face dangerously close. “How sweet of you to think of me first.”

      Actually, her first thought was for the children. They were truly in danger if vampires were coming to their neighborhood. But she was smart enough to know that Michael wanted to be thought of first. Michael came from money and power. His parents had groomed him from the cradle to run their empire. He’d never known anything but privilege. Which meant Michael thought of Michael first and expected everyone else to do the same.

      “You know as well as I do that vampires and shifters have a long and violent history. I just worry…”

      He wrapped his hands around her waist, and Rowan suppressed the urge to push them away. She needed him to tell her what he knew, and resisting his touch was not the way to accomplish that.

      “Not anymore.” Michael’s chin lifted as if the notion made him proud. She licked her lips and watched his need to stroke his own ego crack his resolve to keep his secret. “NAVAK stands for New Amsterdam Vampire Kingdom, and yes, we’ve struck a deal. A huge deal.”

      “You… arranged an accord.” She didn’t have to fake the look of surprise on her face.

      He laughed and shook his head. His hands slid down to cup her hips. “Better.”

      “It must be brilliant if you came up with it.” She was laying it on thick, but she knew she was close. He wanted to tell her. She could feel the truth on the edge of his lips.

      “You know I can’t tell you everything. The New Amsterdam coven puts a high value on their privacy. I’ve promised discretion, and I am nothing if not a man of my word.” He grinned. “But suffice it to say that the New Amsterdam Shifters have more gold in their coffers than ever before, and we are enjoying the dawn of a new age for Manhattan.”

      A wave of disappointment and confusion crashed into her.

      It must have shown on her face, because he gripped her chin between his thumb and forefinger. “I can’t tell you, but I can’t stop you from seeing for yourself. Someone like you who has the ability to go… unnoticed.”

      That got her attention. He knew she could make herself invisible. She locked eyes with him.

      “If you should happen to wander downstairs and enter a code that was once familiar to you, I couldn’t stop you from drawing your own conclusions. And those conclusions are very impressive. Things have changed, Rowan. You have no idea.”

      He traced her jaw with his finger and leaned in. This time she did pull away. She slid sideways before his lips could connect with hers and moved toward the door.

      “Thanks, Michael. I trust you, and I think I’m going to let this one go.”

      He frowned. “That would be a wise choice.”

      Her hand was on the door. She needed to get out of that room.

      “How can I reach you?” he said. “I’d like to show you the new Manhattan.”

      “The gallery. Like always.”

      “I don’t want to talk to Harriet. I want to see you again.”

      Rowan inwardly cursed. The look in Michael’s eyes was one she’d seen before. He was looking at something he wanted, wanted so badly he was willing to do something violent to get it.

      She should have stayed dead.

      “Now is not a good time.” She cleared her throat to hide the crack in her voice.

      He didn’t look happy, but he nodded his head, his eyes turning as hard and cold as ice. “Be careful, Rowan. I’d hate for your next death to be the real thing.”
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      She’d lied. Nick knew Rowan had lied and he knew why. She’d gone to see this Verinetti guy, risking her pride and maybe her safety to find out what she wanted to know. And she was doing it for those kids. The moment he saw the way she looked at them, he understood she loved them. She wasn’t their mother, but they were her children. And didn’t that just hit him right in the heart? He’d been one of those kids once and she… she was an angel. He admired the hell out of her drive to help.

      Although she’d asked him to wait, he couldn’t leave her to face this guy on her own. What if she needed backup? He followed at a distance and watched her slip into an office with a man he presumed was Verinetti. He took cover in the shadows, around the corner of the hallway that led to the men’s room. And now he stewed, wondering what was taking so long. Wondering if he should kick in the door and pull her out of there. He had no right to feel this level of possessiveness. She wasn’t his wife or even his girlfriend. And he wasn’t some sort of stalker who felt the need to control a woman just because he was attracted to her.

      Only, every time he looked at her he had this feeling, deep in the core of who he was, that they shared a karmic connection. He wasn’t a man who believed in reincarnation, but she was beyond familiar. Something about her spoke directly to the most feral part of him. He desperately wanted to understand why, and the only way to do that was to get closer to her. Was it any wonder then that the thought of her alone in that room with her old flame was like a sliver of wood lodged under his fingernail.

      The click of the door opening had him peering furtively around the corner.

      Rowan appeared in the doorway. “Be careful, Rowan. I’d hate for your next death to be the real thing,” the bastard’s voice said from the office.

      Next death? Nick didn’t understand what that meant, but he understood the tone. That was a threat, and it made Nick grind his teeth.

      The office door closed behind Rowan. She looked both ways, then headed straight for him. He flattened himself against the wall and waited for her to pass. She did. He was sure she hadn’t seen him. But then she stopped about five feet down the hall in front of him.

      “Nick, what are you doing here?” she whispered over her shoulder. She turned slowly and looked directly at him. “I thought I asked you to wait in the lounge.”

      “I didn’t think you’d seen me.”

      “I didn’t. I smelled you… your cologne.”

      “I’m not wearing any.”

      “I asked you to wait for me,” she said again, more firmly.

      “I’m bad at doing what I’m told. What did you find out?”

      She frowned. “This isn’t safe, Nick. You should go. We can talk later.”

      He had to stop himself from laughing. “If it’s safe for you, it’s safe for me. I have training and this.” He opened his jacket and showed her his gun.

      She scoffed. “You don’t have training for this.”

      “What did he tell you?”

      She shifted and released a deep sigh. “You’re not going to let this go, are you?”

      “No.”

      “Then be prepared, because you might see some things you don’t want to see. And stay close to me. I’ll protect you.” She turned on her heel and started down the hall.

      He shrugged. She was really taking this “I’ll protect you” crap seriously. Like she was going to fend off whatever evil they were about to encounter with her bare fists and wearing stilettos. Meanwhile, he was behind her, packing heat and armed with over a decade of experience as a detective. He was also accomplished in martial arts and had grown up in a household where defending himself against near-constant beatings had taught him a thing or two about protecting himself and others. The experience hadn’t been a happy one for him. But he was tempted to tell her about it now. If anyone should be out in front, it should be him.

      She led him through a set of doors and down two flights of stairs. Subterranean as it was, he encountered stale air and picked up the coppery smell of blood. What he did not hear was the click of her heels. He zeroed in on her stilettos and realized she was walking in such a way that he couldn’t hear her footsteps. After concentrating on the phenomenon for several seconds, he shook his head. Maybe he’d underestimated her. Rowan, it seemed, had some skills.

      “Do you smell that?” he whispered, inhaling the coppery tang of blood again.

      “I suspect it’s about to get worse.” She paused at a door with a keypad lock. “Take my hand.”

      He did as she asked and felt a strange ripple flow through him. He seriously needed to control himself. The kind of chemistry going on inside him when he was with Rowan was something that belonged in a high school classroom. He was positively smitten. Smitten like a man who’d never seen a woman before. The feeling was carnal, undeniable, and embarrassing.

      He watched her type in a nine-digit code she must have procured from Verinetti. The door unlocked, and they entered a posh, dimly lit hall connecting a series of small booths, each with its own round table of dark wood. Each had a red velvet privacy curtain, but only a few were drawn, blocking the view of who was inside. Most of the curtains were tied back. As they passed, Nick saw both men and women sitting at those tables, eyes turned toward a runway where a fashion model paced. Dressed in a striking ball gown, the woman paused at the end of the stage where the guests seemed to evaluate her.

      Hand in hand with Rowan, Nick passed another booth where an important-looking man with gray hair and an expensive suit turned to look at him. Gerald Stevenson. He squeezed Rowan’s hand. Hadn’t she said Gerald was the one buying up land for NAVAK? He wanted to ask the guy some questions, but Stevenson’s rheumy blue eyes passed right over him as if he weren’t even there, and then he drew his red curtain closed. Typical.

      Rowan tugged him along the hall and into an empty booth, closing the curtain. She placed a finger over her lips. It would have helped a lot if she’d briefed him on what Verinetti had told her, but he could play along. She pointed at the woman on stage, then tapped her inner wrist.

      He focused on the woman in the ball gown who paced away from them, turned on her heel, and paced back. There it was. He couldn’t make out the details of the tattoo from here, but it wasn’t difficult to see the placement and shape were the same.

      Oh hell no. Nick looked right, then left. Lights flashed in each booth. Everything clicked at once. They were bidding on this girl. Human trafficking. He knew the signs, and they chilled him to his soul. All these people were here to buy the tattooed girls. And his dead girl? Probably bought by the wrong person, used up and thrown out. He swallowed down the bile that rose in his throat.

      Rowan selected a set of headphones from the wall and handed them to him, then put her own set over her ears. A sultry woman’s voice filled his head.

      “Once again, the current bid is eighty. She’s type B positive, no health conditions, and has fed on only fruits and nuts for the past seven days. Going once. Eight-five to the gentleman in booth six. Once… Twice… Sold to booth six for $85,000. You can pick up your purchase at the back of the auction house.”

      Nick nudged Rowan and mouthed, “B positive?” Why were they giving out her blood type and her dietary habits? Oh dear Lord, he thought, they were auctioning these people for a medical purpose. Were they using them for black market organs? He fisted his hands, but Rowan shook her head and pointed at her headphones. A man walked out on stage, and Nick had no trouble spotting the tattoo on his wrist as well. So it wasn’t just women. This guy was big, muscular, not an easy target. It had to be organs.

      “Now, a special treat,” the voice began. “Male, twenty-seven, type O negative. Blood has been purified of all foreign substances. We will start the bidding at one hundred.” A light blinked in one of the booths. “Thank you, booth four. Do I have 110?”

      Nick reached for his phone. He needed backup. Human trafficking on this scale was not something he could handle alone. Even though he was careful to keep the thing behind his leg, Rowan’s hand slapped over the glowing screen almost immediately. Her face snapped toward the stage. The announcer was staring directly at him.

      “Put it away,” Rowan whispered, removing her headphones. He slipped the phone back into his pocket and removed his own headphones. But Rowan looked nervous as hell. She took his hand again, and the electric ripple he’d noticed before washed over him. With a tug that pulled him out of his seat, she had them both out of the booth and into the hall before he could say another word. Three large men walked right past them as if they were invisible and burst into their booth.

      She tugged harder, and before he could process how weird the entire situation was, he was running to keep up with her, following the bend of the hallway toward the staircase where they’d entered the auction room. Only there was someone blocking the exit, an athletic-looking man in a suit, tall and big as an NBA player. He had a blond woman in a short white dress against the wall, and she was trembling like she was scared as hell. The girl’s wrist was marked with a NAVAK tattoo.

      Rowan’s grip tightened on Nick’s hand. He froze. What the hell was going on here? The big guy glanced in their direction but looked right through them. Nick looked over his shoulder. They were standing in the middle of the hallway.

      And that’s when things went from weird to nightmarish. Nick watched as the man’s eyes turned from brown to silver and two sharp canines dropped from his upper mouth. Was this some kind of vampire cult? Jesus, those things looked real. The girl made a high-pitched noise in the back of her throat.

      “Relax, little virgin,” the man said, and the girl did. Too bad that trick didn’t work on Nick. His ticker was pounding out a get-the-hell-outta-Dodge rhythm in his chest in reaction to the Halloween scare fest going on in front of him.

      Those teeth landed in the girl’s jugular. If the slurping hadn’t turned Nick’s stomach, the flow of crimson that trickled down between her breasts and stained her dress certainly would. His brain refused to accept what he was seeing. People biting people in some twisted cosplay fetish? Nick could take it no longer.

      He shook free of Rowan’s hand and drew his gun. “Hold it right there!”

      Nick noticed three things at once. One, the man with the prosthetic teeth finally noticed him and reacted with a threatening hiss. He released the blonde, who ran away as fast as her legs could carry her. Two, Rowan disappeared. Like poof from his side into thin air disappeared. And three, the guy was pissed and didn’t seem a bit afraid of his gun.

      “Who the fuck are you?” The man sniffed the air. “Human, you don’t belong here.”

      “Shut the fuck up and put your hands behind your back.”

      Big Guy did not comply. The man lunged for Nick and the freak was fast, really fast, but Nick was fast too. He’d spent his childhood dodging his guardian’s fists and years practicing jujitsu, and that was before the police academy. He’d had more than enough opportunity to practice in the field too. So when a guy as big as this one came at him, his body knew what to do. He leaned back, watched the guy’s fist punch the air over his nose, and at the same time levered his leg up to kick the man in the balls.

      The freak hissed like a cat and flew backward, almost like an invisible force had thrown him. Even the biggest guys crumpled when hit in the family jewels.

      Nick raised his gun again. “Don’t move. I don’t want to hurt you.” That wasn’t exactly true. Nick would love to hurt the dude, and the truth was he could have easily shot the man instead of kicking him in the balls. But he never pulled the trigger unless he wanted his target to die. And he did not want this creep to die. He wanted him to answer questions about the tattoo and the dead girl and what was going on tonight.

      Where the hell was Rowan?

      “Nick, look out!” she said in his ear.

      He turned toward her voice but never saw her. At that precise moment, a semitruck plowed into him from behind. Nick’s face smacked the floor and his gun skidded down the hall. Fangs pierced his skin before he could twitch. No one moves that fast, he thought. Do all of them have the fangs?

      He ignored the sharp pain and fisted the back of the guy’s head. A yank and a thrust and he heard the tear as the man’s teeth left his neck. Nick became a flurry of elbows and knees, and then he forced the top of his attacker’s head against his chest. With the heel of his palm, he cranked the man’s face to the side and brought his entire body weight down on the man’s neck. The moment the guy’s cervical spine snapped, Nick both heard and felt it. He tossed the body aside. That one wasn’t going to be answering questions.

      Big Guy was back, and Nick swept his gun off the floor. When he pointed this time, he meant business. But he never had to pull the trigger. The man’s feet left the ground of their own accord, his body flying into the wall near the door as if he’d been thrown. His head snapped back on his neck with a sickening crack and he crumpled to the floor. In the blink of an eye, Rowan appeared, standing in front of the door and holding her hand out to him.

      “More will come. We’ve got to go. Now!”
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      Rowan cursed. Nick was bleeding. Normally vampire saliva would seal a bite wound like that. Certainly the vampire hadn’t spent long at his neck, but when Nick had grabbed the vampire’s hair and yanked, a feat she’d never thought possible for a human before she’d seen him accomplish it, he’d torn the delicate human flesh of his neck. There was no way for her to tell how much blood he’d lost or if she should be concerned. At least for now he didn’t seem affected.

      Nick swept his gun off the floor and grabbed her hand. But far from leaning on her for help, he sped by her and yanked her through the door. That shocked Rowan. Most humans did not handle learning they shared the world with supernaturals well. Up until now, Harriet had been the one exception. Back in 1904 when Rowan had revealed what she was to her best friend and explained why she hadn’t aged a day in the thirty years they’d known each other, the old woman had simply pulled out her tarot cards and said she suspected as much. But Harriet was a Traveller; she had been raised to be in touch with the beyond. And that had been a different time, when people had far more faith and a lot less technology.

      “Where did you go before?” he asked as he ushered her up the stairs.

      She marveled at his speed and agility despite his wound. He really was an exceptional human being. “I made myself invisible, just like I’m making us invisible right now.”

      He grunted. “What kind of technology are you using? Who do you work for?”

      “Work for? I don’t understand the question. It’s just something I can do.” She released his hand to show him and blinked out of sight.

      He missed a step and tripped.

      “Damn it. I’m sorry, Nick!” She hauled him onto his feet and spread her invisibility over him once more, dragging him through the door and into the alcove where she’d first seen him outside Michael’s office. “You’re bleeding.”

      “I’ll be okay. We need to get out of here.”

      “We need to stop the bleeding.” She pulled the tail of his shirt from his pants and tore off a piece, pressing the cloth to his neck wound. Covering him with her body, she erected a wall of dragon magic around them. It was ancient and a sister magic to her invisibility, an innate ability that her people historically used to hide their treasure. A vampire burst through the door behind them and ran straight for Michael’s office. She thanked all the gods she could think of that her enchantment had worked and the creature couldn’t smell the blood. They’d gotten lucky, but they needed to get out of there.

      As soon as the hall was clear, she led Nick through the VIP lounge, but the club was packed with patrons now. They’d never get out the way they’d come in. Navigating the crowd, even while invisible, would be difficult if not impossible. She veered left and shoved Nick out onto the crowded terrace.

      He looked right, then left. “Maybe we should jump?”

      “How much do you weigh?”

      “About two fifty.”

      “Should be okay.” She wrapped her arms around him.

      “Okay for what?”

      “Hang on tight.” She spread her wings and lifted him straight up.

      Invisibility alone wouldn’t hide her scent or the scent of Nick’s blood if Verinetti came for them. She needed to put distance between them and Wicked Divine as quickly as possible. And she couldn’t keep up the concealing magic she’d used in the alcove while she was moving. It was meant to conceal a place, not a moving object. Quickly, she soared to the car and landed silently beside it, thankful she’d had Djorji wait right around the corner.

      As soon as she’d settled Nick and herself in the back seat, she dropped her invisibility.

      “Where to, miss?” Djorji asked, starting the engine.

      “The penthouse.”

      He nodded and pulled away from the curb. When she turned back to Nick, his body was tense as a tightly coiled spring beside her. His gray eyes stared straight at her with a burning intensity that had nothing to do with attraction this time. A muscle in his jaw flexed.

      “Nick? Nick, are you okay?”

      His eyes narrowed to thin slits. She noticed his hand rested on his gun in its holster. “Who do you work for?”

      A laugh bubbled from deep within her. “No one.”

      “Who provided you with the technology and the gear?” His eyes raked over her. “Where are you keeping the wings?”

      Her lips twitched. “Technology? What do you think you saw tonight?”

      “A fetish cult, obviously. Those people had fangs and were sucking each other’s blood. And the tattoos on their wrists, those must be to mark their subs. I doubt they’re all willing volunteers. Once we blow the lid off this thing, I expect we’ll learn they’ve been trafficked. So why don’t you tell me who you really are and how you just did what you did?”

      Rowan frowned. As tempting as it was, she could not let Nick labor under the delusion that everything he’d seen tonight had been human. If he returned with guns and backup, the vampires would retaliate and they would win. Nick could get hurt or killed, and she couldn’t have that on her conscience.

      “I’m taking you back to my place. We’ll get you patched up. Then we can talk.”

      He didn’t protest, but his hand stayed on his gun.

      She kept a unit in the Dakota building, which was built in 1884, and Rowan had purchased her penthouse soon after that. If there were any place she’d call home, it would be there. The building was a relic of the gilded age with corner pavilions, stepped dormers, pediments, oriel windows, and decorative terra-cotta paneling and molding. The German Renaissance architecture suited her, as did the internal courtyard and location near Central Park. Not only did her tenth-floor apartment boast double-height ceilings and ten rooms, but her unit had the only rooftop terrace in the building. An oread named Flubell maintained the place like no human could, and when Rowan stayed there, she felt as if she’d turned back the clock to a simpler time.

      But perhaps the biggest draws of the property were the security and the fact that the other property owners who lived there were masters of discretion. After all, this was the hotel where they’d filmed Rosemary’s Baby and also where John Lennon had been shot. The residents were used to a steady stream of tourists and the need for heightened vigilance. She remembered the day Lennon had been murdered and how she’d wished she’d been close enough to make a difference in his fate. She’d adored the musician and his wife. But then, a building like this held many ghosts. Humans were terribly fragile when it came right down to it. Which was why she needed to tell Nick the truth. He needed to know what he was up against.

      Djorji dropped them off at the entrance, and Rowan led Nick to the front door.

      Brian, the doorman, gave her a concerned once-over. “Are you okay, miss?”

      “Oh, the blood, yes.” She smiled warmly. “My friend has had the world’s worst bloody nose. We’re going upstairs to get it cleaned up right now.”

      Nick nodded, obligingly moving the ball of bloody cloth from his neck to his nose. Fortunately, Brian didn’t ask any further questions and Rowan again thanked her lucky stars for the Dakota and its discreet staff. She led the way into her corner of the building and up the elevator where she unlocked her unit and ushered him inside.

      Nick’s gaze roved over the foyer. “One hell of a place you’ve got here. I thought you said you were a gallery owner who ran a community center?”

      “Gallery owners can’t have nice homes?”

      “You don’t get a place in the Dakota just by being rich. This place turned down Madonna. Fucking Yoko Ono lives here. You have to be a legend to share this address.”

      She smiled broadly. “Maybe there’s more to me than just a pretty face.”

      He scoffed. “I never thought you were just a pretty face. But once again, I have to wonder who you work for. Are you a spy?”

      “No.” She winked and gave him her most flirtatious smile, hoping to lighten the mood. “But if you want me to tie you up and interrogate you, you only have to ask.” She reached for the bloody cloth he was holding. “You’re already bloody. Half my work is done. Let’s get you cleaned up.”

      He gently pushed her hand away. “Bathroom?”

      “Down the hall and to the left.” She raised her hands and reached for the bloody cloth again, but he drew back. “Let me help you.”

      He shook his head. “I got it. I’m fine.”
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      Nick was not fine. In fact, he was feeling a little tipsy, likely the result of blood loss. On some level, he understood he’d been stupid coming here, possibly walking right into her trap. At least this explained the lies. She had to be a spy. Possibly Russian or Iraqi. If she was, she was barking up the wrong tree. He didn’t know anything. He was a homicide detective. That was all.

      More likely, it wasn’t him she was after but whatever that was he’d seen in the basement of Wicked Divine. She’d saved his life tonight; clearly it wasn’t her intention to hurt him. Maybe she was FBI? CIA? Special Ops? Goddamn, he needed a drink.

      He found the bathroom and was surprised to find a man’s shirt already hanging inside. He stuck his head out the door, looked right and then left. No one. He took a closer look at the shirt. It was his size. What the fuck? Did she keep a selection of men’s shirts on hand just in case?

      He stripped out of his jacket and his bloody shirt and used a towel from the counter to clean the excess blood from his neck and torso. Luckily his pants had been spared. He turned to the side and inspected the two puncture wounds still oozing on the side of his neck. Now that he’d cleaned off the old blood, he noted they were barely bleeding anymore. Could’ve been worse. Thank God the guy missed his jugular.

      A box of gauze pads, tape, and related first aid accouterments filled a basket on the counter. That was it; she was definitely a spy. Any woman who kept materials to patch herself up in her guest bathroom had major secrets. He washed the bite out with plenty of soap and water and layered on some antibacterial cream. He’d probably have to see the doctor about this one for some oral antibiotics. He didn’t even want to think about the shitload of germs in a human bite. He placed a stack of gauze over the bite and taped it into place.

      After washing his face, he rinsed the blood out of his hair and into the sink, scrubbed it with a towel, and ran his fingers through it. There were benefits to wearing it high and tight. By the time he’d put on the shirt—fit like glove—he looked almost as good as new, aside from the pallor from losing a pint or two. He’d live. He tucked in the shirt, then made sure his gun and holster were in place.

      When he came out again, he found Rowan sitting in a leather sofa in a room that was bigger than his entire apartment. He couldn’t tell if it was a living room or a ballroom. If you pushed the furniture aside, there would be plenty of space for hoop skirts and dancing. In fact, the entire room had a certain historical quality, like he’d walked onto the set of some PBS episode. The walls were lined with fabric, and a fire burned in a fireplace along one wall. The carved mantel looked custom made. It depicted dragons of all things, beautiful and gracefully made to look like they were climbing up the sides and holding up the shelf.

      Rowan had changed into a pair of athletic pants and a sleeveless T-shirt. He missed the stilettos and the short skirt but liked that she seemed more comfortable in this. Maybe it was a sign she planned to tell him the truth about who she was.

      The fire crackled.

      “Would you care for a drink?” she asked. “We have scotch, bourbon, wine. I could find a beer if you wanted one.”

      “Bourbon.” At least he didn’t have to worry about her poisoning him. If she’d wanted him dead, she’d had multiple chances tonight.

      “Do you want that mixed with anything?”

      “More bourbon.”

      She rose and walked barefoot to a bar in the corner where she poured his drink and a red wine for herself. Damn. He caught himself responding physically to the sway of her hips. Even her bare feet turned him on, perfectly arched, the skin smooth and elegant, her toes painted tulip red. He was doomed. For all he knew, she was some sort of secret agent, but his head kept going straight to the gutter.

      As soon as the drink was in his hands, he took a fortifying swig. “Now, can you tell me who the hell you are and where you got the tech to pull that off tonight?”

      Rowan looked him in the eye, her face deadly serious. “What we stumbled on tonight was not a fetish group. It was human trafficking. You were right about that. Just not for the reasons you think.”

      “No?”

      “NAVAK stands for New Amsterdam Vampire Kingdom. What you saw tonight were vampires bidding on humans supplied to them by Verinetti for a price. NAVAK struck a deal with the local shifter pack to live in Manhattan. I wouldn’t expect you to understand the implications as a human, but I can tell you that has never happened before. Vampires and shifters are natural enemies. Verinetti sold out.”

      He waited for some indication that she was lying, but none came. In fact, all his instincts told him she was telling the truth. Nick laughed. It had to be a joke. “Vampires. Right.”

      “Vampires, yes. Verinetti and his pack are providing them humans to use for feeding. The tattoos on the human’s wrists mean they are part of the vampires’ herd. Most of the time, these humans will be kept alive to service the vampires. Vampires in general tend to take care of their humans for the same reasons humans might take good care of their dairy cows. But if one gets out of line, perhaps doesn’t want to be used as a blood bag anymore, they won’t hesitate to kill them. I’m guessing that’s what you were investigating, isn’t it? You found that girl you showed to Connor dead with that logo on her wrist.”

      Nick’s knees refused to hold him up any longer, and he sat down on the sofa across from her. His head was spinning. He hadn’t told Rowan anything about the crime scene. Aside from the symbol, he hadn’t shared any details with her. But now everything she was saying lined up with the facts of the case, and it was just too fucking weird for his brain to process. A chill skittered along his spine.

      He took another long drink of bourbon and concentrated on her body language. There was still no indication she was untruthful. For the first time, she seemed open, like all her cards were on the table.

      “A-are you saying you believe these are actual vampires, like the mythological creatures that drink people’s blood?” He laughed nervously, although there was nothing funny about it.

      “I know for sure those were real vampires, and I also know they’ve seen our faces. There were cameras everywhere in that place. And when you released my hand, you lost the protection of my invisibility.”

      “How… how’d you do that?”

      Rowan disappeared.

      Nick let out a stream of curses that would make a hardened criminal blush. He blinked his eyes and she was there again. He tossed back the remainder of his drink.

      “I know those were real vampires, Nick, because I am a dragon. I can make myself and anything I touch invisible because dragons can become invisible. I can fly, not because of technology, but because I have wings.”

      Now his head was really spinning. He had to be drunk. Did she just say she had wings? He licked his lips. “You seem like a really nice person, Rowan, but you need professional help.”

      She stood and crossed to stand directly in front of him, hands on her hips. The look on her face wasn’t exactly angry, but she wasn’t smiling either. If he had to name her expression, he’d say she was both frustrated and resolved. And she wasn’t lying. Nothing scared him more than knowing that as far as all his skills and training were concerned, she was telling the truth. He set his empty glass on the coffee table and stood so that they were face-to-face.

      “I like you, Nick. Please don’t disappoint me.”

      With a sound like a flag unfurling, two red, scaled wings spread from her back and arched across the room.

      For a second Nick’s mind flashed on how really beautiful the wings were, like bat wings but with rose-colored scales that glinted in the firelight. He wanted to touch them, wondered what they’d feel like. But he couldn’t. His skin turned clammy, and a tremble took hold of his body. The room tilted and the floor rose up to meet his head. It was easier to fall asleep since he was already lying down.

      Everything slipped into shadow, and he gave himself over to total darkness.
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      “Nick? Nick?” Rowan shook his shoulder. When he didn’t wake, she scooped him off the floor and carried him to her bedroom, where she positioned him with a pillow under his head. She was relieved when her phone rang. Harriet had arrived and Brian was letting her up. Rowan had texted her to come while Nick was in the bathroom, in the event that his injuries were worse than she’d thought. Now she was glad for the prognostication.

      A few minutes later she heard her friend let herself in with her key. “Back here!” she called.

      Harriet appeared in the doorway, dressed to the teeth, as always, this time in a lavender suit with a patterned Hermès scarf tied around her throat. Her hair cascaded in straight silver strands to her shoulders. A large black leather bag hung from one elbow.

      “For the love of all that is holy, what did you do to him?” Harriet said through tight lips.

      “Nothing!” Rowan said defensively. “Why would you assume I did this?”

      “Well, what caused it then? Did he remember about the Raindrop of Heaven and pass out from the shock?”

      “No… No.” Rowan frowned. “Well, actually… he didn’t remember, but shock may have been involved. And some blood loss.”

      “Blood loss?”

      “From a vampire bite.” Rowan’s shoulders slumped as she delivered the news.

      Harriet’s expression turned horrified. “A vampire? In Manhattan?”

      Rowan gave her a quick rundown of everything they’d seen.

      “So he’s been like this since the bite?”

      Shifting uncomfortably, Rowan said, “No, he was fine until I showed him my wings.”

      “You what?” Harriet’s eyebrows inched toward the ceiling.

      “He needed to know. I had to prove to him that what he saw tonight was real. They could come for him, Harriet. He has to be ready.”

      “And you couldn’t wait until, I don’t know, his body recuperated from the trauma of the evening?”

      She scowled. “Sure, that makes sense now. In fairness, I didn’t think he was badly hurt. He seemed fine when we arrived here.”

      “This is very irresponsible, Rowan. He’s an NYPD detective. Even if he hasn’t remembered about the Raindrop of Heaven, you’ve shown him your identity and Zelda’s Folly, not to mention brought him to your true home. Do you realize the risk? You could lose everything you hold most dear. The forget-me potion is still brewing. I can’t even make him forget.”

      Rowan closed her eyes and released a deep breath. “I don’t want him to forget. I want you to heal him. Can you fix him?”

      Harriet’s steely gaze perused her, her lips twitching at the corners. “Ah, I see now.” She flashed a small, knowing smile. Nodding slowly, she said, “I think I can help you. I brought with me my strongest healing elixir. It’s not a blood transfusion, mind you. It will only help his human body heal itself, nothing more. But he’s strong and his heart is still beating. That’s something. There is always risk with humans though, you understand. Fragile creatures.”

      “I understand. I’ll take him to the human hospital if he gets worse.”

      Harriet reached into her handbag and pulled out a small vial. “Hold his head.”

      Together, they held Nick’s mouth open and poured the elixir down his throat. He made a face, coughed, and rolled onto his side. Harriet dropped the empty vial into her bag.

      “Is that a Birkin bag?”

      Harriet straightened. “Yes. Why?”

      “That’s an $8,000 bag.” Rowan held the piece of art hanging at Harriet’s elbow between her hands, admiring the leather.

      “You pay me very well.”

      “How much do I pay you?”

      “Ask your accountant.”

      “You are my accountant!”

      “You pay me very well.”

      Rowan raised an eyebrow. Even she didn’t own a Birkin bag. Not that she couldn’t afford one.

      Harriet adjusted the bag on her elbow. “Now, we must talk before the detective wakes.”

      “I told you, Harriet, I wanted him to know. I was ready to tell him. I will deal with the fallout.”

      She nodded. “I heard you. And I think now is a good time for me to tell you I have read your cards.”

      Rowan raised a hand. “Stop. I don’t want to know. I told you not to snoop into my future.”

      When Harriet read tarot cards, her readings provided vague guidance that could be interpreted in various ways. Rowan always thought the readings were like a mirror, reflecting back what you wanted to see. Harriet could see the present. If she held an object, she could tell you exactly where the owner of that object was or other things about the current state of the object or the owner. But seeing into the future was an entirely different and nebulous discipline. While Harriet sometimes experienced premonitions about things that came to pass, a person couldn’t count on her visions to be exactly true. More like in the realm of truth. Sort of like buying a ticket to Paris, France, and ending up in Paris, Illinois.

      “So you don’t want to know about a potential future between you and the human?”

      “No. Let it unravel naturally.”

      “You admit, then, that there is something to unravel? You see or perhaps desire a future with this man.” She touched her tongue to her top lip.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake. Yes, okay, I have feelings for him. Actually, so does my dragon. Sometimes when I see him, I feel her move inside me as if I’m about to shift. I’ve never had that before.”

      Harriet’s grin grew even broader and she squealed softly. “Dragon knows best.”

      Rowan rolled her eyes. “My inner dragon is impulsive and wild. All heart and very little head.”

      “All heart is the only way to live, darling.”

      Inhaling deeply, Rowan watched Nick sleep. “He smells so good.”

      Harriet raised one eyebrow. “He smells like blood and the valerian root in my elixir.”

      “No he doesn’t. He smells like sandalwood and spices. Christmas spices. Cloves and nutmeg.” She breathed in again.

      The older woman laughed. “That’s all you, darling. You have it bad.”

      Rowan rolled her eyes, then gave in to Harriet’s evil scheme. “Okay,” she said through her teeth as if her friend had twisted her arm. “What did the cards say?”

      Harriet’s face lit up. “You’re going to be very happy together…”

      Rowan did a little dance.

      “…after a period of trial where one of you may die.”

      “Harriet!”

      “You know how this works, darling. Death could mean psychological or emotional change. The death card doesn’t mean physical death. Well, sometimes it does, but rarely.”

      “By the Mountain!” Rowan held her head.

      Harriet clasped her hands. “I saw many years of happiness—that’s the important thing—in at least one possible outcome.”

      All Rowan could do was close her eyes and take a few deep breaths. It was her own fault for asking. Only temporary insanity could explain why she’d gone against her own rules and asked what Harriet had seen in the cards. Dumb. Stupid. She tried to scrub her brain of the information.

      “Did the cards tell you how we could avoid this near-death experience?”

      “Oh no, it’s coming.” Harriet tapped her bottom lip. “Also, that reminds me… It’s probably nothing to worry about, but a magical entity has been testing the boundaries of the dispărea charm I have on your person. Someone is looking for you.”

      “Seriously? When did this start?”

      “The past few days.”

      “Oh, Harriet, why would someone be trying to find me?”

      The old woman shrugged. “I assumed it had something to do with the reason your brothers were looking for you. What did Tobias say?”

      “I couldn’t reach him. He’s left his job and moved out of his home.”

      “Almost like he’s running from something.” Her rheumy blue eyes widened. “Perhaps that something is looking for you too.”

      “Perhaps that something is what you saw in the cards that will threaten our lives.”

      She spread her hands. “But if you live, you will be very, very happy.”

      “I love you, Harriet, but you’re a freak if you think that makes me feel better. Also a freak if you aren’t concerned. As my bonded servant, if I die, you die.”

      “I do not think you will die. I think you will be—”

      “Very, very happy. Yes, I heard you.”

      Harriet’s lips thinned and she clasped her hands in front of her stomach. “Well, I find it comforting to be wrapped in the arms of fate and given a glimpse into the beyond. We are all adventurers on this journey called life. The wind is in your sails, Rowan. Can’t you feel it? Don’t you think it’s time to look to the stars to guide you? Even if you can’t change your course, they shine quite lovingly.”

      Nick groaned and rolled over, grabbing his head.

      “He’s waking up.” Rowan hurried to his side.

      Harriet worked her fingers under the bandage on his neck and peeled it from his skin. “Voilà! All healed up. My work here is done. I’ll see you tomorrow at the gallery. I’m going to be late coming in.”

      “Why?”

      “Traveller council meeting. I hope you won’t need Djorji. He’s expected around the fire at Ember Fields as well.”

      “I’ll make do. Say hello to the others for me.”

      Harriet bowed her head before retreating from the room.

      Nick’s eyes fluttered as he lay beside her in bed, and he let out a groan.

      She rushed to his side. “Nick? Are you okay?”

      His eyes opened fully and he blinked twice. “What am I doing here?”

      “You passed out. You lost a lot of blood at Wicked Divine tonight.”

      In a burst of movement, Nick thrust himself up and away from her, until his back was against the headboard. He licked his lips. “You had wings!”

      She nodded. “Because I’m a dragon.”

      He blinked at her, staring over her shoulders. Well, okay. If he needed to see them again, she would oblige. She stood beside the bed and again spread her wings.

      Rowan might as well have been entirely naked for how vulnerable and exposed she felt showing Nick who she was. She didn’t have any more of Harriet’s forget-me potion to wipe this from his mind. She was baring her soul to him, trusting that he could accept who she was. And if he rejected her, it would be the worst kind of rejection. No misunderstandings or misconceptions. Nick would have seen what she was and called it garbage. Harriet was right. It was too risky. She was mad to tell him, but she was also helpless to resist her need to.

      He stared at her unblinking, his face frozen in some stony expression she couldn’t read. The only thing moving was a vein in his neck that throbbed like it had a life of its own.

      “Nick?”

      His eyelids fluttered like butterfly wings. Then, slowly, he hung his legs over the side of the bed and stood, straight backed and chin high. He reached for her right wing.

      At once she flinched away. “Hey! Ask me before you get all grabby hands.” Her cheeks burned. Wings to a dragon were intimate appendages. He might as well be reaching for her breast.

      “Oh.” His gaze shifted toward the wall.

      She took a deep breath. When he didn’t look at her again, she asked softly, “Do they disgust you?”

      His gaze flicked up to her again, his brow furrowed. “No, Rowan. I think they’re breathtaking. Astonishing. Unbelievable. This is all…” He rubbed his head.

      “Oh.” She searched his face. He wasn’t afraid or angry. Just overwhelmed. Perhaps there was a chance that the night wouldn’t end in total disaster. “You can touch them now if you want. Gently.”
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      Nick’s head buzzed like he was in a dream. Maybe he was. He had been sleeping, after all. He moved closer, that smoky citrus scent of hers everywhere in this room. Her room. He was definitely dreaming.

      He swallowed hard.

      “My wings are intimate to me. I don’t usually let others see them or touch them.” She licked her lips. “I’m letting you see them because… I like you.”

      His gaze met hers, and the vulnerability in her eyes melted his heart. “I like you too.” He reached for her and slowly stroked his thumb along her jaw, trailing his nail gently beneath her lip before cupping her cheek. “Your wings look like they’re made of rose petals,” he said. “They’re beautiful.”

      A blush warmed her cheeks. “Thank you.”

      Sweet. Alluring. If this was a dream, he didn’t want to wake up.

      She nodded, never looking away from him. He moved his hand from her face and toward the outer bone of her right wing. The tips of his fingers inspected the edge, the texture of scales bumping in smooth regularity beneath his touch.

      She giggled, and the sound sent a pleasant shiver along his skin. “It tickles.”

      “You can feel that?”

      “Of course I can feel it. It’s my wing.”

      “Were they… surgically implanted? I didn’t think it was possible, but…”

      She snatched his wrist, holding his hand between them, and stared him in the eye. “You’re not listening. This isn’t technology, Nick. It isn’t surgery. It’s me. My wings are part of me. Of who I am. I’m a dragon from a realm known as Paragon. That’s in a different dimension. A different world.”

      He narrowed his eyes on her, trying to wrap his mind around it.

      She groaned. “You said you were a human lie detector. You tell me—am I lying?”

      Nick shook his head. “No.”

      She released his hand. After an awkward moment, he couldn’t resist stroking her wing again. She arched and stretched the wing beneath his touch as if it tickled again, and he increased the pressure to long, even strokes that seemed more soothing to her. Damn. He used to think he was a leg man. Who would have thought wings would be his ultimate turn-on?

      “How did you come here to this place, from uh, Paragon?” His instincts told him she wasn’t lying, but that didn’t mean what she said was real, only that she believed it was.

      Her brow knitted and she folded her hands between them. “There was a coup. The government of Paragon was overthrown. My mother, an extremely powerful dragon, knowing that I and my siblings were in danger, used her magic to send us all here to Earth, to hide us.”

      “How many of you are there?”

      “Eight. I’m the only girl.”

      He watched her carefully. Could this be real?

      Her lips bent into a nervous smile. “Do you believe me now?”

      Nick was a homicide detective in New York. He’d known monsters. Real-life Hannibal Lecters existed in the world. He’d faced them. Seen what they could do. The vampires he’d seen that night were monsters, monsters as evil as the human ones he’d faced. But Rowan… she might be a dragon, whatever that meant, but she wasn’t a monster. She was an angel, a goddess, a woman.

      He trailed his fingers along her wing, over her shoulder, to the place where the red scales melded into the muscles of her back. Her eyelids drooped and her head tilted to one side. That must feel good. He massaged the muscles there gently, his arms wrapped around her, her citrus scent filling his lungs.

      As a detective, he’d thought he’d seen everything. He’d been wrong.

      “Nick, tell me you accept that I’m a dragon?” she implored softly. “I need to know.”

      “I hardly think you need anything from me. After tonight, I think it’s clear you can take care of yourself.”

      She frowned. “Telling you this makes me vulnerable. Can I trust you to keep my secret, even if you can’t…?”

      “Even if I can’t what?”

      She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Think of me as you did before you knew what I was.”

      Drawing back, he looked at her through his lashes, scanned her from the tips of her wings to her painted toes. She was undeniably different, but somehow having her close felt right.

      “Nick? Please. Just say it. Whatever you’re thinking.”

      He traced his fingers over her shoulders. So she was a dragon. Everything about her drew him in. Not only the wings but also the way she’d cared for the children of Sunrise House, her invisibility but also her bravery, her speed and also the warmth of her smile. He couldn’t wrap his mind around it all right now, but one thing was for certain, Nick had no intention of letting her go until he figured it out.

      “I believe you’re a dragon,” Nick said, his hands circling her rib cage.

      Her breath hitched.

      “But you must know that I don’t fully understand what your being a dragon means yet. I trust you. You’re extraordinary; I get that. I see that.” He reached again to her wing, petting her along its arc until his fingers hooked in the talon at its crest. It was like holding a bear claw, and he imagined it could be deadly under the right circumstances. He tugged at it gently and was rewarded with the parting of her lips on a pleasured inhale. The slight arch of her back encouraged him. He did it again, his curiosity transforming into deep fascination.

      “You’re not afraid?”

      He gave her a slow, distinctly male grin, his gunmetal-gray eyes growing stormy in the dim light of the bedroom chandelier. “Oh baby, the fear isn’t half as strong as the excitement.”

      She made a sound deep in her throat, almost a purr. Oh, he loved that. He couldn’t remember ever being this captivated by anyone, and holding her awakened a long-forgotten need within him, a wild, possessive instinct, purely male and admittedly foolish. He didn’t analyze it, only accepted it. He lowered his head and brushed his lips against hers. She was close, soft, and warm in his arms. Rowan might be a dragon, but she melted against him in a way his human body understood.

      He lowered his mouth toward hers and paused. Was he doing this? Oh hell yes he was. “It’s the end of our date, Rowan. You owe me a kiss.”

      She gave a nervous laugh and smiled brightly. “Yes. I do. As promised.” She rose on her tiptoes and touched her lips to his.

      He kissed her then, the way a man kisses a woman when he knows she’s actually a hurricane in red lipstick and nail polish. He kissed her thoroughly so there could be no question that he thought of her the same as he had earlier in the day. He kissed her again, deeper, to show her that she was more than he’d ever expected.

      A thump came from beyond the bedroom door. Nick tried his best to ignore it and focus on the heaven going on where their lips touched, but Rowan withdrew.

      “Did you hear that?”

      Internally cursing all manner of man and beast that might have made the offending sound, he looked toward the door. The thump came again. “Yeah, I did.” He reached for his gun. It wasn’t there. “Where’s my weapon?”

      She pointed toward the chair next to the bed. “It’s there. I took it off you when I put you in my bed. You won’t need it. Anyone who can get in here is not someone who will be damaged by a bullet.”

      He put his shoulder holster on anyway and found his phone underneath it. Fifteen missed messages from Soren. Shit! He fired off a quick text. Safe. Talk later.

      The thump came again.

      “It sounds like a bird slapping your window.”

      Rowan’s face drained of all color. “Nick, stay here.” She moved into the hall.

      “Why? What’s going on?”

      “Trust me. Stay. Please.”

      He watched her disappear down the hall. Nick glanced at the mirror in the bedroom and pulled aside his collar. The vampire bite was completely healed. Vampire bite. Vampires were real. Fuck him. What a damn day.

      Vampires were real, and he’d just let Rowan leave to investigate a strange sound. Visions of bats breaking through glass filled his brain. Vampires sinking teeth into that long, graceful neck of hers.

      “Sorry, Rowan, but hell no. Not hiding in here,” he said under his breath. He crept out of the bedroom. At the end of the hall, he could see the living room, Rowan’s back, and two french doors beyond her. A white blur passed beyond the glass. Not a bat. Rowan’s head turned, and he ducked into the nearest room to avoid detection.

      He found himself in a small library. Or was it an office? There was a mahogany desk, its legs carved to look like winged lions, and a floor globe, all surrounded by shelves and shelves of old books. For a split second, he gaped at the grandeur and beauty of the dark wood, the patina of fine leather, the brass accents on the globe and the leather chair beyond the desk. His eyes trailed over the leather-bound volumes on the shelf and caught on one in particular. Frankenstein.

      The click of a lock turning reminded him why he was there. He placed his hand on his gun and peeked into the hall again. To his surprise, Rowan had unlocked and opened the glass doors. The white thing—he could see now it was a large white owl—coasted inside and circled past her. Nick’s brow furrowed. What was she doing? Letting a wild owl into the house was anything but a good idea. Sure, the thing looked like Hedwig from Harry Potter, not anything sinister, but who knew why it was slamming into her window? Maybe it was rabid or otherwise diseased.

      He drew in a shallow breath. The owl was… changing. The feathers swelled and pulsed, the small body morphing as it circled twice, growing larger in the firelight. It dropped behind the sofa, out of sight. Nick jolted when a man stood up exactly where the owl had fallen. A naked man.

      Nick pinched himself. Yes, he was awake, although he would have loved to believe this was a nightmare. The guy was buck-naked and looked mad as hell. Even from his current position peeking around a doorway from a room up the hall, Nick could sense the menace rolling off the guy in the way his shoulders and back tensed. The owl-man turned a gravely serious expression on Rowan, the firelight casting deep shadows over his face.

      “Michael, what are you doing here?” Rowan said through her teeth.

      “Well, well, well.” The naked man scanned Rowan, his lips bending into a scowl. “It seems you weren’t that hard to find after all. I always knew this place was your favorite.”

      Michael… Nick knew that voice. He’d heard it earlier that night. This was Verinetti. He gave the guy a quick once-over. Fuck. This was Rowan’s ex-boyfriend? A shape-shifter with a body like a pro athlete who owned one of the hottest clubs in town and could fly by her window anytime he wanted to? Nick ground his teeth.

      “Congratulations, you found me.” She shrugged. “I wasn’t hiding.”

      “Do you have any idea what kind of damage you caused tonight?” Michael snapped.

      Nick’s fingers tightened around his gun. Nobody should talk to Rowan like that. He didn’t care who or what this guy was.

      “This isn’t a good time,” Rowan said. “You need to leave.” She placed her hands on her hips and spread her wings menacingly. A jealous twinge constricted Nick’s chest. He didn’t want a jerk like Verinetti to see her wings.

      Michael rolled his eyes and swaggered toward the fire without an ounce of shame over his nakedness as far as Nick could see. The shifter took a deep breath through his nose before speaking. “Have I interrupted your playtime with the human? I saw the two of you dancing together on the security video, and then, later, in the auction house. Nick Grandstaff, detective NYPD.”

      Nick’s spine stiffened.

      “He has nothing to do with this.”

      “Then you won’t mind if I disembowel him for what the two of you did to me tonight. Four vampires injured. The entire coven thinks Wicked Divine is a security risk. Do you have any idea how much money you might have cost me?”

      “Might have?”

      He turned cold, dark eyes her way. “I was able to contain the problem. All I had to do was promise the coven master the head of the one who did this.”

      She growled. “You’re fooling yourself if you think I’m going to let you have my head.”

      “Not yours, Rowan. I hid your image on the security feed.”

      “What about the detective?”

      Michael turned from the fire, shadows dancing across his naked form. “Come now. Even I have limitations. The detective was visible for far longer than you. The coven would have noticed. Besides, he’s the perfect scapegoat. Turn him over to me, I’ll hand him off to the vampires, and all will be forgiven.” His voice was low, soft, and threatening as hell.

      “No.” The syllable came out through Rowan’s clenched teeth.

      That seemed to surprise Michael. He tucked his chin and raised his eyebrows. “Interesting. You’re protecting the human. Don’t tell me that little dance was a sign of a greater affection.”

      Nick’s heart pounded. What would she say? He hoped to God he was more to her than one dance, but he wouldn’t blame her for denying it to this asshole. She hadn’t known Nick long enough for him to expect her to put herself on the line for him.

      “The human is mine,” Rowan said with a growl that rattled the walls. “My bonded servant. You cannot have him.”

      Nick’s eyebrows shot up so fast it almost hurt. Bonded servant? Hers? He caught himself grinning, then pulled his stupid ego out of the stratosphere. They barely knew each other. He certainly was not hers or her servant. He didn’t belong to anyone. Although he couldn’t deny he’d like to try out being each other’s sometime soon.

      “Oh? Look at you, all… protective.” If the way Michael was baring his teeth was any indication, he was not happy with this revelation. “Someone needs to pay for tonight, Rowan. I must return the man to the coven master or there will be hell to pay.”

      “Must you?”

      “Are you suggesting I lie to the master of the NAVAK coven?”

      “You already did for me, didn’t you?”

      He looked at his nails. “It’s a huge risk. Vampires can smell a lie. It’s one thing to make sixty seconds of digital video disappear. An entirely different thing to look Malvern in the face and tell him I have no idea who the human is. I do know who he is: his name, address, job, and, as it appears, his lover.” Michael’s gaze raked over her in a way that made Nick’s skin crawl.

      “Tell him you’re following up on a lead. That’s true and will buy us time.”

      He lowered his chin. “Diversion will only last so long. Malvern is going to expect results. He won’t go away until he has his pound of flesh.”

      “I’ll come up with something. But please do this for me now.”

      He stepped closer. “Why should I help you?”

      “Please… Michael…”

      “I’ll do it. I’ll lie for you—”

      “Thank you.”

      “—if you have skin in the game. I want you by my side next time I meet with Malvern, as my date.”

      Nick’s teeth ground together. That fucking slimy bastard. He drew his gun and took a slow, deep breath. Verinetti was dangerous and supernatural. Nick would love to take his head off, but he wasn’t stupid. Galloping in there with guns blazing when he wasn’t sure what he was dealing with was more likely to get everyone killed than help Rowan. He closed his eyes and returned his gun to his holster.

      “You would extort a date out of me in exchange for Nick’s life?”

      “I’m not requiring you to have sex with me, Rowan, although I wouldn’t mind if that was a natural outcome of being close to me again.” He flashed her a wolfish grin that turned Nick’s stomach. “I’m asking you to appear before the vampire master with me so that he doesn’t suspect you and so that you can help me deflect his interest in this matter. Malvern has a weakness for beautiful women. You’ll be a distraction, one that will hopefully keep him from asking too many questions. If you want to protect your human, you’ll do this.”

      Nick cringed when Rowan hugged her stomach and tucked in her wings. She couldn’t seriously be considering it! He wouldn’t allow it. No way would he let her do this to protect him.

      “I accept your proposal,” he heard Rowan say. “Tell me where and when and I’ll be there.”

      Michael grinned smugly and approached her, reaching for her waist. Nick’s eyes widened. Thankfully, Rowan recoiled from the bastard’s touch. In the blink of an eye, she’d put the sofa between them.

      “This is business, not pleasure. That’s over between us, remember?”

      Michael swaggered toward the terrace, his smile growing wider. “For now.” He opened the door, shifted into the snowy white owl again, and took off into the night.

      Nick watched Rowan lock the door behind the owl, then close the drapes. Her chest rose and fell in rapid pants. By the time she turned around, he was there, pulling her into his arms.

      “Start thinking of alternate ideas now, Rowan, because there’s no way in hell I’m letting you go on a date with that guy just to protect me.”
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      “You heard that?” Rowan felt wrung out and exhausted. This was the worst-case scenario. Not only did Michael know who Nick was, the vampires were expecting him to turn over his identity. The only reason Verinetti had hesitated was because of her, whether out of some nostalgia for what they used to have, a sense of guilt for suggesting she investigate the auction, or lingering hope that they might pick up where they left off. Rowan didn’t care what Michael’s motivation was. Keeping him from turning over Nick’s identity to the vampires was her only hope of keeping him safe, and she’d do anything to keep him safe.

      “You are not going on a date with that guy to protect me. I can protect myself,” Nick gestured toward his gun.

      “I told you, the bullets in that weapon are useless against vampires. They’d hardly slow one down.” How could she make him realize he was in grave danger? He was a strong man—a strong human man. That wouldn’t be enough.

      “I seemed to do okay tonight at Wicked Divine. As I recall, there were a few vampires on the floor when I left. I broke one’s neck with my bare hands.”

      “Yes, you did, and if they were humans, that would be the end. But what you need to know, Nick, is that neither of the vampires you fought are dead or disabled.”

      “Huh?”

      “They healed in a matter of minutes. Woke up, stood up, and probably almost drained someone dry to replenish their strength. There are only a handful of ways to kill a vampire, and breaking their spine is not one of them. It might slow them down, but not for long. You could cut them into pieces and they would eventually heal.”

      A muscle in Nick’s jaw twitched. “So how do you kill them?”

      “That’s hardly the point! The point is you can’t kill them. This is a big, powerful coven. Michael knows who you are. Our only hope is to use magic and manipulation to protect you. That means I need to lay new protective wards around this place to keep supernatural creatures like Michael out. I’ll need to do your place too. Then I’ll ask Harriet to create a charm to hide you. And I will do whatever Michael asks to keep your identity a secret, up until the time the vampires lose interest in you.”

      “No.”

      “No what? There wasn’t a question in there.”

      “Michael is using me as leverage to get closer to you. The guy clearly still has feelings for you, and you’re playing right into his hands.”

      “I don’t have a choice!”

      “Yes, you do. Teach me to defend myself against these things. I’m tougher than I look. I don’t kill easy.”

      “I know you’re tough, but—”

      “Rowan…” He hesitated, his gaze shifting away from hers. “If you knew the way I was raised, you wouldn’t underestimate me.”

      “Can’t you see this is different?”

      He held up one finger, and her stomach tightened under the tension that formed between them. “I am telling you, unequivocally, that I have survived a lot worse than you give me credit for. And if Michael or these vampires expect an easy target, they are in for a rude awakening.”

      “I didn’t mean to offend you.” She moved in close and clasped his hands in hers as if her touch might soothe away the hurt and jealous anger she could see brewing behind his gray eyes. “I know you can take care of yourself, but—”

      “But nothin’.” He pulled her hard against his chest and held her there.

      The intensity in his stare didn’t soften, but her nearness ignited another element in it. Now she saw desire flickering like lightning in the cloudy gray storm. His gaze trailed to her lips.

      There was no hiding her body’s response. Her breath came out in a shaky exhale. She melted against him, her skin turning hot as her dragon stirred within her.

      “That’s more like it.” He circled her waist with his hands.

      Whatever this was between them, it was strong, unique, and undeniably dangerous. She understood Nick could be her undoing, but she couldn’t resist him.

      “Considering that in the past several hours, I’ve learned there are vampires, shifters, and one exceedingly attractive dragon living in Manhattan, I think I’ve handled things fairly well, wouldn’t you agree?”

      “Yes,” she said breathlessly.

      “Good. Because we have more important things to discuss.” He guided her hand to the front of his slacks. “Do you feel what you do to me?”

      She did. The considerable size of him pushed hard and thick against her palm. “Yes.” A warm ache uncurled deep within her belly.

      He kissed her softly, gently teasing her bottom lip with his teeth. Everything in her reacted. Her fingers tangled in his hair, and her body pressed fully against that hard length at her belly.

      Much too soon, he broke away, glancing at the sliver of watery light coming in between the curtains. “Is that the sunrise?” He checked his watch. “Aww, crap. It’s almost five o’clock!”

      “Are you sure you’re human?” Rowan mumbled, still affected by the kiss.

      He snorted. “Positive. I have to go.”

      “Hmm?” She couldn’t have heard him right. She was falling into his arms, practically throwing herself at him. He couldn’t possibly be thinking about leaving.

      “Believe me, I’d love to stay. But I have a dog at home who has all four legs crossed by now and is probably taking out his frustrations on my shoes.”

      “You have a dog?”

      “A German shepherd named Rosco. He’d love to meet you. Tomorrow night? My place?”

      She shook her head. “You can’t go, Nick. It’s not safe.”

      He smiled at her but continued for the door. “Get some rest. I’ll call you tomorrow. And you owe me another date. I’m not sure what this was tonight, but it doesn’t count.”

      “A date? You’re asking me on a date? Now? No, Nick, I need to—”

      But he was already out the door. She ran after him, but he’d caught the elevator. What could she do anyway? If she followed him and tried to force him to accept her protection after what he’d said to her, she’d be crossing a line and violating his right to self-determination. He was a man, a warrior like her brothers. He’d never agree to be treated like a child.

      But he didn’t understand the danger. Which meant her agreement with Verinetti was the only chance she had of keeping him alive.
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      As soon as Nick was safely inside an Uber, he called Soren. His partner answered in the groggy voice of someone who’d been awakened from a deep sleep.

      “Nick? What the hell happened to you last night?”

      “Long story. I’ll tell you in person on Monday when I see you at the station.” That would buy him some time to decide what he would say. For obvious reasons, telling Soren that a coven of vampires was invading the city under the protective umbrella of a corporate identity didn’t seem prudent. But he’d have to tell him something.

      Soren cleared his throat. “Listen, Nick. I found Kendra, the girl I told you about. She said the tattoo means she’s part of a… club, a sex club, okay? Nothing violent. I think we’re barking up the wrong tree on this one.”

      “We are definitely not barking up the wrong tree.”

      “So then you did find something.”

      “Yeah. I can’t talk about it now.”

      “It’s just you ignored all my texts and calls. If you found something, why didn’t you bring me in?”

      Nick rubbed his eyes. Soren was usually more reasonable than this. “I was distracted with the case.”

      “And with the girl,” Soren suggested.

      “Yeah. She’s a distraction. A gorgeous, lovely distraction.”

      “Is that right? I want details.” There was a pause. “Are you just heading home now? Is this call on your walk of shame?”

      “No shame here.”

      “Well, get some sleep, think about what I said, and call me later.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “Oh, Nick, I almost forgot. I ran into Gerald Stevenson last night.”

      Nick raised an eyebrow and adjusted his phone on his ear. He’d almost forgotten that he’d seen the real estate tycoon in one of the booths during the auction. “How is old Gerald?”

      “He’s one Raindrop of Heaven short.”

      Nick sat up straighter. “What?”

      “The jewel was stolen along with a set of matching earrings. Camilla opened her safe to try to wear them and they were gone.”

      Intense pressure squeezed Nick’s brain, as if pincers had been applied at his temples and a sadistic madman was trying desperately to crack his skull like a nut.

      “Any leads?” He rubbed his head and prayed the Uber would arrive at his apartment soon so he could medicate the hell out of this.

      “No. But Gerald mentioned that the last person besides him and Camilla that had access to the safe and was on video surveillance was… you.”

      “Bullshit,” Nick said. “He has housekeeping staff, and his regular security detail would have checked that the diamond was secure after my shift. That’s procedure.”

      His head hurt so bad he thought he might throw up. Images were flashing through his mind, a fragmented zoetrope in black and white with splashes of color. The Stevensons’ Hamptons home. A woman’s silhouette framed in the light of the moon on the bedroom balcony.

      “I’m going to be sick. Migraine,” he mumbled. “Later?”

      “Sure. Take care of yourself. We’ll talk Monday.” Soren disconnected the call.

      “Here you go,” the driver said, pulling up to his apartment building.

      Nick exited the vehicle, relieved that whatever had caused the pain in his head seemed to be abating. It was all the stress and exhaustion from the night. There was some dark shit going down in that basement. But real vampires?

      And Rowan said she was a dragon. Those wings were part of her and stunning. He couldn’t wait to explore them again, run his hands along their edges and learn everything about her anatomy. Could she change into a dragon the way he’d seen Verinetti change into an owl? It didn’t really matter. She wasn’t human, and although he knew that should scare him, it didn’t. He was enchanted. Whatever she was, she rang all his bells and pushed all his buttons. Beautiful, smart, strong, she had it all. He was still thinking about her when he unlocked his door and a gray blur plowed into him.

      “Hey, Rosco. Sorry, buddy. You’re about to pop, huh?”

      He clipped the leash onto the German shepherd’s collar and led him out onto the patch of grass behind his apartment building. The sun wasn’t entirely up yet, although the sky had taken on that bright lavender quality of coming dawn. The street was quiet, but he remained vigilant as Rosco did his business. Vampires, he supposed, could only come out at night, but Verinetti and his men, they could be a threat twenty-four hours a day. He took comfort in the weight of his gun. Whether or not she approved, he needed Rowan to teach him about the strengths—and, more importantly, the limitations—of vampires.

      A bottle rolled across the sidewalk and into the building. In a heartbeat, he drew his gun and whirled, then lowered his weapon when he saw who it was.

      “You up early, Mistah Nick,” Regine said, hobbling toward him from the alley. He’d never known her to sleep here. She loved her place in the park.

      “Rosco needed to do his business.” He glanced at the dog, who was sniffing every blade of grass for the right spot, and then looked back at Regine. “I don’t usually see you around here. What’s going on?”

      “Somptin’ goin’,” she said in a shaky voice, clearly on the verge of tears. “Blood breathers be everywhere. Ne’er like dis before.”

      “Blood breathers?”

      She blew a breath toward her open palm. “Ha. Ha. Blood.”

      “Their breath smells like blood?”

      She nodded, her dark, tangled hair bobbing. “I no wan’ dem to bite me. I seen dem bite Alice, and she don’ come round no more.”

      “Where did they bite Alice?” Icy water filled his veins.

      She pointed to her neck. “Here. In da park. At night so nobody could see. But Regine sees. I always watchin’.”

      Rosco nudged his hand and looked up at him with warm brown eyes, waiting for him to pick up his steaming pile of dog shit. Well, if that wasn’t a metaphor for how Nick’s life was going, he didn’t know what was. He rubbed the dog between his long, pointed ears. Reaching into his pocket, he grabbed his wallet and drew out a twenty. “Here, Regine.”

      “What dis fo’?”

      “Sleep on the bus or go get breakfast.”

      “Oh, you a sweet man, Nick. Some woman be happy-happy to fin’ you.”

      “Maybe someday. And uh, I think the blood breathers can’t come out during the day, so maybe that’s when you should sleep.”

      She nodded her head slowly, then pointed a finger to the sky. “Good. Good.” She took the twenty and hobbled off toward the bus stop, and he sighed in relief.

      Nick drew a poop bag from his pocket and quickly cleaned up after Rosco, not wanting to linger out in the open. Vampires. Real fucking vampires. He shook his head. Despite what Rowan said about the danger, it wasn’t enough for him to hide from this. These things were hurting innocent people. He prayed that Alice wouldn’t end up like his murdered girl.

      He let Rosco into the apartment and locked up tight, then crawled under the covers, making sure his gun was within reach. He was almost asleep when he grabbed his phone off the nightstand and texted Rowan.

      I want you to teach me everything you know about vampires. Please.

      Tomorrow? she texted back. For a moment his mind wandered. Was she in bed? What was she wearing? Were her wings out? He ran a hand over his face.

      7 PM. Meet me here. He included a contact file with his address.

      See you then.

      He drifted to sleep to dreams of dark hair, amber eyes, and wings.
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      This had to work. Raven had tried everything to locate Rowan. Every other spell she could think of. But every time she came close to pinpointing her location, she hit a wall of magic like no other she’d encountered before. What good was being a sorceress if she couldn’t even find her mate’s sibling to warn her of danger?

      Raven stood in the enchanted library above Blakemore’s Antiques, dressed in Rowan’s red gown, the one she’d been wearing on the day her older brother was murdered by her uncle and their mother cast the remaining eight siblings to Earth. That was over three hundred years ago. Gabriel owned Blakemore’s, a store boasting a delightful collection of high-end furniture and decor from the sixteenth through nineteenth centuries. But it was the library on the third floor where Raven had first connected with her power. Gabriel had collected hundreds of grimoires from around the world over his lifetime. Shelves and shelves of books on magic, some of the tomes hundreds of years old, filled the room. Raven couldn’t read all the languages they were written in, but that didn’t stop them from being useful to her. She absorbed magic. It made her an extremely powerful witch.

      The tracking spell she’d employed today to find Gabriel’s sister was druidic in origin and combined blood magic with a less complicated location charm. It had required her to push aside the desk in the library in order to make room for a circle of bloodstones whose energy would not only seek out the former owner of the dress but would also use Gabriel’s blood to amplify the locator magic, specifically toward his siblings. She wasn’t sure of the range of the spell, but she hoped it would be strong enough to reach as far as New York.

      “Are you certain about this, Raven? I do not like your doing this here. Why not perform the spell from inside the Prytania house?” Gabriel scowled at her from outside the circle.

      He’d been brooding about her trying this all day. He wouldn’t be happy unless she was lounging in a padded chair in a padded room and sipping a tepid cup of tea, lest she burn her mouth. That was what you got when you took a dragon as a mate—twenty-four seven protection from a man whose very nature was to hoard the things most precious to him. His mate and his developing whelp topped that list.

      “If I did it in our Garden District house, I’d have to fight our own protective blood magic. It would reduce the range of the spell. Blakemore’s is protected with a defensive shield but not an offensive ward to repel intruders. It’s much simpler and easier to navigate.”

      “I don’t like this. What if Aborella and my mother sense your use of magic? You’re drawing on dragon’s blood. It will be like a beacon for them.”

      The thought of Aborella made her shiver. The fairy sorceress with dark purple skin had almost lured her to her doom when Gabriel had taken her to Paragon earlier that year. Aborella was an extremely powerful magical being who worked directly for the evil queen of Paragon, aka Gabriel’s mother.

      “Aborella scares me as much as she scares you, but if she is watching from Paragon, it will cost her time and magic to get here. We’ll be safely home before we’re in any danger. Besides, if I do it here, there will be nothing linking us back to Prytania Street. It’s safer.”

      Gabriel chuffed and crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Hand me the map. Did you ask Tobias to get the candle for me?” Raven took the rolled parchment from Gabriel’s hands and was relieved when Tobias chose that moment to enter with a paper-wrapped package.

      “One ginger-root-infused blue candle.” Tobias handed it over to her. “Why does Gabriel look like he’s going to have a stroke?”

      “Ignore him. He’s upset that I’m not in a bubble at the end of a leash.”

      Gabriel growled. “Not true. I’m simply concerned about the risk.”

      “Do you want to find your sister or not?” Raven yelled, purple sparks rising from her skin.

      Tobias waved his hands. “Whoa, cool it, Raven. You’re lighting up like a sparkler.”

      “We’re doing this,” she said, glaring at Gabriel. “Give me space.”

      Tobias took three large steps back. Gabriel stayed exactly where he was. Fine. Raven turned in the circle so that her back was to him. Taking a deep breath, she glanced once more at her mate before unrolling the map and pinning down one corner with a wooden toothpick, another with a metal tack, the third under a glass of water, and the last under the candle Tobias had brought her.

      “Fotiá,” she whispered. The candle blazed to life.

      She removed the ruby pendant from her neck and dangled it over the map. “Virite tórach kin adelphí. Verimas avich drochorus.” She chanted the spell in the native language it was written in, a language long dead.

      The ruby started to spin at the end of its ribbon, and the circle of stones around her produced purple strings of magic that crisscrossed around her until she was standing under a glowing, pulsating dome of power. “Your blood! Now. Both of you.”

      At least Gabriel didn’t fight her on this. He held his palm over the silver chalice she’d left outside the circle and sliced it with her ceremonial dagger. Tobias offered his own hand. One cut and the blood of the brothers mixed in the belly of the cup.

      “Bring it here. Pour it over the stones.” Raven gestured at the front of the circle.

      Eyeing the dome skeptically, Gabriel did as she commanded, his mouth twisting in distaste as the blood left the cup. It never hit the stones. Every drop was caught in the web of magical energy, suspended, thick and crimson along the tracks of power that arced around her. She concentrated, gripping the fabric of Rowan’s dress.

      All at once, the blood rained down toward the map on the floor near her toes.

      “It’s happening!” Raven cried.

      The ruby in her hand began to spin, so fast she could barely keep hold of the ribbon it was tied to. Drops of blood rolled across the map like marbles, spiraling under the gem.

      “I’m close! I can feel it.” The blood rolled toward the state of New York. “Yes. Yes!”

      Suddenly, as if she’d opened the door to a moving airplane, a powerful wind howled through the room, blowing back her hair and sending the material of her dress flapping in the gale force. The candle in the corner of the map flickered.

      “No. No!” Raven yelled. “It’s the defensive magic again. Fuck! The candle! Fotiá. Fotiá!”

      Raven tried her best to keep the candle burning, but the wind blew so hard through her magical dome she dropped the ruby. The flame extinguished. The purple dome shattered and fell like sand to the floor, where it disappeared.

      “For fuck’s sake!” she yelled. She had a blister where the ribbon from the necklace had rubbed too hard against her thumb, and she sucked it into her mouth to soothe the burn. Her knees started to shake, and Gabriel rushed to her, gathering her into his arms. “Whoever is protecting your sister is a magical genius.”

      Tobias stared at the map, tilting his head. “Uh, Raven?”

      She detangled herself from Gabriel’s grip and followed Tobias’s gaze to the map. Although the ruby was cast aside, off the edge of the map, all the blood had stained one specific place in a concentrated red dot that had soaked through the map.

      “Sedona, Arizona,” Raven said.

      “What would Rowan be doing in Arizona?” Tobias asked.

      Raven shook her head. “I don’t think it’s her.” She pointed at the ruby. “This is not how the spell is supposed to work. The spell had two parts, the first to find Rowan specifically, using the stone and this dress, the second to find your siblings using your blood. The stone is off the map, deflected by the defensive spell.”

      “Then who is that?” Tobias pointed at the dot.

      Gabriel answered, “It has to be Alexander. He’s the only other sibling in the United States.”

      “Alexander. Of course,” Raven said. “There’s our answer. We find Alexander first. Maybe he’ll know how to find Rowan.”

      Gabriel groaned and rubbed his forehead. For his part, Tobias made a face like she’d suggested eating something off the floor.

      “I know you guys have mentioned that Alexander isn’t in his right mind.”

      A loud scoff came from the direction of Gabriel. “It’s more than that, Raven. He’s not crazy—he’s broken, damaged beyond repair.”

      Raven drew back at the word damaged, but Tobias raised a hand in his defense. “You don’t understand because you’re applying human logic to dragon psychology. Alexander lost his mate. Once a dragon mates, his soul is bonded to his partner as if wax was melted into wax and cooled into a seal. Life has broken that seal. Maiara is gone, and Alexander…”

      “He’s the walking dead. Death would be easier than what he lives through every day.”

      Raven placed her hands on her hips. “What I hear you saying is that your brother is severely depressed, and now that we know where he is, you don’t want to deal with him or help him.”

      Both of them refused to look her in the eye.

      “I’m a witch. I have an entire library of magical spells and healing potions at my fingertips. Perhaps I can help him with the proper draught or elixir. Everything you’ve told me simply makes me surer we need to go to Arizona.”

      A knock came from the door to the library, and everyone turned to find Raven’s sister, Avery, standing just inside the doorway. Raven was struck by how beautiful her sister was, surrounded by dark wood and bathed in the light that poured through the window off Royal Street. Her long hair shone black as polished onyx, and the green dress she was wearing reminded Raven of why Avery attracted so much male attention at the Three Sisters.

      “Avery, how nice to see you,” Raven said.

      “Did I just hear you say you were going to Arizona?” Avery’s mouth gaped at the idea. “You are not going to Arizona. Your birthday party is in five days, and everyone is coming. We can’t have a birthday party without the birthday girl.”

      Raven swallowed. “Don’t be silly. Of course I’ll be here for the party.”

      “And you still need to tell Dad that you’re getting married and that you’re pregnant. Mom and I have been trying our best to avoid him since you told us. I don’t want to lie, but it’s getting harder and harder to avoid his questions about you.” Avery tucked her glossy hair behind her ears.

      “I know. It’s on my to-do list.”

      “Oh, and may I remind you that we have a wedding and reception to plan, which I seriously think you should consider moving up because you are starting to show. By October your ivory dress is going to make you look like the full moon.”

      Raven stepped out of the circle of stones and crossed the library to hug her sister. “Everything will get done, I promise. I’m here. I’ll talk to Dad… soon.”

      Drawing back, Avery frowned at the map and the circle of stones. Her gaze roved to Tobias and Gabriel, who stood motionless, as if holding absolutely still would repel her curious perusal. They looked guilty as hell.

      Avery’s gaze locked on Tobias, her pupils widening as if he were a frosted piece of cake.

      “Avery,” Raven said. “I don’t believe you’ve met Tobias. His wife had to stay in Chicago for work, but he’ll be staying with us for a while.”

      Awkwardly, Tobias grasped Avery’s hand, offering a “nice to meet you” filled with forced cheer. She shook his hand slowly as she took in the rest of the scene.

      “What were you three doing in here anyway?” She eyed the red dress Raven was wearing, the map, and the circle of stones. “What’s this? Where did you get this dress?”

      “Same designer who’s doing my gown. It’s a prototype. My wedding dress would be white, of course. I was just showing it to Gabriel.”

      “This… is… a game.” Gabriel pointed to the stones. “Tobias and I learned as children.”

      Tobias raised an eyebrow at his brother. “Right. Just like old times.”

      Avery’s lips parted and her eyes narrowed. “Are you kidding me?” She turned back toward Raven. “You can’t show him what your dress will look like before the wedding! This is the type of thing I’m here for.”

      “You’re right. I should have called you.” Raven grinned stiffly at her sister.

      Avery’s gaze darted between the three of them. She seemed to guess there was more to the story, but she shook her head like it wasn’t worth her time. “Fine. We need to go.”

      “Go where?” Raven asked.

      “The cake tasting! Didn’t you get the appointment I sent you?”

      Raven shrugged. Was it Saturday already? “Yes. Come help me get changed.”

      She hooked her hand in Avery’s elbow and led her toward Gabriel’s old apartment, leaving the boys to clean up the mess.
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      She wasn’t sure about the wine. Rowan strode toward Nick’s apartment building, wearing a little black dress that was a few inches of fabric away from being scandalous and carrying a bottle of her favorite Malbec. Yesterday Nick had said he wanted this to be a date. A real date. But when he’d texted her later, he’d also asked her to teach him everything she knew about vampires. Not exactly date material. Was this a date or an interrogation? She wasn’t sure.

      Vampire lessons made her far more uncomfortable than the idea of romance. If Nick knew how to kill a vampire, he might try to do it. But chances were he’d get himself killed in the process. As a human, he wasn’t fast enough or strong enough to survive if a coven of vampires wanted him dead. Much better if the dress and the wine set the tone for the night.

      She walked right into his building and took the elevator to his floor. No security. That wasn’t good and was another sign he shouldn’t be taking on vampirekind. No, what Rowan wanted was to keep Nick safe. She’d need to ward his place against supernatural threats as soon as possible. If he insisted, she would teach him about vampires, but she planned to do everything in her power to make sure he’d never face one again.

      Stopping in front of Nick’s door, she heard panting on the other side, a series of sniffs, and smelled the faint aroma of canine. That’s right, Nick had a dog. She smiled. A dog was always a good sign. A well-cared-for animal meant a man was capable of loving something other than himself and was a universal sign of trustworthiness. She raised a hand and knocked.

      “Move out of the way, Rosco,” she heard Nick say. There was a tap dance of dog nails on hard floor, and then the door opened. Rowan had a difficult time keeping her mouth from popping open. Nick stood like some sort of chiseled male art form on the other side of the threshold, his broad chest stretching a plain black T-shirt at the shoulders. What must it take for a human to attain that kind of physique? she wondered.

      “Wow, you look good,” he said to her. Ironic, considering she was thinking the same about him.

      He ran a hand across the hard planes and valleys evident beneath his T-shirt. “Maybe I should change.”

      “Why?” she blurted, then curbed her rabid and embarrassing enthusiasm for the lucky stretch of cotton clinging to his chest. “I mean, I’m the one overdressed.” She lowered her gaze to her stilettos. “When you invited me to dinner, I wasn’t sure what to expect. Last time I saw you, you said you wanted a date.”

      He gave her a slow, assessing once-over. “I did… I do…” He rubbed the back of his head. “You look beautiful, and you wore exactly the right thing. I wasn’t sure what to wear for vampire-killing lessons.”

      “Vampire-killing lessons?” She raised an eyebrow. “You asked me to teach you everything I knew about vampires. Believe me, actually trying to kill them is what I know least about, and doing so is a matter of last resort.”

      He backed up and motioned inside. “Come on in before one of my neighbors hears you talking about vampires or killing. I’d never hear the end of it from my colleagues if someone called the cops.”

      She stepped inside and was immediately surrounded by his sandalwood-and-spice scent. By the Mountain, her eyes almost rolled back in her head. She braced herself against the wall.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Fine. It smells good in here.”

      He pointed his thumb toward the kitchen. “I’m making chicken. I hope you like it.”

      “Love it.”

      “Good. I’m just glad it doesn’t smell like Rosco.” He stared at her for a moment with a smile in his gray eyes that was so sexy she almost lost her balance again. What was wrong with her? He took the bottle of Malbec out of her hands. “Come on in. Make yourself at home. I’ll pour this.”

      Turning, he walked into the kitchen area, a galley style attached to the main room, and dug in a drawer for a corkscrew. The place was simple and small but undeniably cozy. A charcoal-gray sofa was pushed against a wall that was painted a warm blush color. Marigold and navy throw pillows offset a pair of plaid chairs in the same colors across from a glass coffee table. There was a painting of an autumn forest on the wall, the yellow and red leaves seeming to welcome her into the room. The furniture wasn’t new, and although the place was clean, Rosco’s toys were scattered here and there. Despite being raised in a palace and familiar with luxury, it was possibly the most welcoming room Rowan had ever been in.

      She walked deeper into the apartment and noticed another open door. His bedroom. She could see the edge of the bed inside and detect his scent, stronger there.

      “See anything interesting?” he asked in a gritty voice.

      Her cheeks warmed. “You have a lovely home. It’s delightfully cozy.”

      He popped the cork. “Is that code for small and suffocating with embarrassingly little storage space?” He poured the wine into two short glasses and handed one to her. “Sorry, no wineglasses. Not a lot of room in here for the extras.”

      She held up her glass and clinked it against his. “Drinks the same. And I was being serious. This place is charming. I love it. And Rosco is the perfect addition.” She stroked the dog’s head.

      “You like dogs?”

      “Love them. I have a passion for deerhounds.”

      “Deerhounds? And I thought Rosco was big.”

      She leaned down and kissed Rosco between the ears. “Oh no, he’s positively purse-sized compared to my last dog, Cerberus. He died a few years ago,” she said softly. “I haven’t had the heart to adopt another one yet.”

      On impulse, she kicked off her shoes. With Nick in a T-shirt and sweats, losing the stilettos would make them both more comfortable. Rosco nudged her palm, and she bent over to scratch him vigorously behind his tall, radar-like ears. She was rewarded with a light bump of his nose against hers and then a lick up the side of her face.

      “Now I know it’s true about you being different. That’s the fastest Rosco has warmed up to anyone, ever.”

      “I have a way with animals. I think they can sense my dragon.”

      “Your dragon? You talk about it like it’s something separate from yourself. I got the sense at your apartment that you were the dragon, you know, with the wings and everything.”

      “I am.” She stood and brushed her hands against each other. “It’s a Paragonian expression.”

      “The planet you’re from originally.”

      “It’s another realm, uh, a dimension parallel to Earth.”

      “Fuck if all my years watching Doctor Who didn’t just pay off big-time, because yes, I know what you mean. I just never knew they existed in real life.”

      “We talk about our dragon as if it’s a separate and distinct entity because when we shift, we change. We are still us, but our thoughts become less complex. Our dragons are our most unrestrained self, and sometimes, in this form, we can feel that inner animal trying to get out.”

      “What does that feel like?”

      Her cheeks heated. “When you kissed me last night, I felt her move. My inner dragon finds you very exciting.”

      He finished up in the kitchen and joined her in the living room, so close the intense urge to touch his chest made her fingers twitch.

      “You’re not like other women, you know.”

      She smiled wider. “No. I am not.” She sipped her wine.

      “So, where do we start? How do you kill a vampire?”

      “About that. I don’t think you should worry about killing the vampires, Nick. I can protect you with an enchantment.” She gestured toward the window. “We can put a magical barrier around this place, and I have a charm for you that will make you practically invisible to them.” She dug in her purse for the sachet Harriet had made for her. When she held up the talisman, he shook his head and frowned.

      “Can I ask you something personal? It might seem like a rude question, but it’s something I need to know.” He swirled the wine in his glass, watching the resulting whirlpool without seeming to see it at all.

      “Hmm. You can ask it. If it’s truly rude, I may not answer.”

      “How old are you?”

      “Older than you.”

      “By how much?”

      “How old are you?”

      “Thirty-eight.”

      “Approximately 462 years, give or take the gap in time between our dimensions.”

      He stumbled backward. “Four hundred…”

      “I was born about five hundred years ago. Came here to what is now the United States around three hundred years ago. To this realm a few years before that.”

      “H-how long do you… do dragons live?”

      “As long as we can,” she said through a smile. “We’re immortal. We will live forever unless we are killed. But we can be killed.” She looked down at her hands. “You asked me once why I saw blood in Able McKenzie’s paintings.”

      “I remember asking. You never answered me.”

      “My eldest brother, Marius, was murdered in front of me. Decapitated.”

      “Oh, Rowan…” His brow furrowed. “I’m sorry.”

      “He was heir to the throne of Paragon. My uncle killed him and usurped the throne for himself before we escaped to Earth,” she said. “It was hundreds of years ago, but something like that never leaves you. Although there comes a time when you have to move on from it. Most often, I can hold the memory at a distance. Horrible events are more tolerable at a distance, don’t you think?”

      His eyes widened. He gulped his wine until the glass was empty, then walked back into the kitchen to pour himself another. A muscle worked in his jaw. Rosco seemed to pick up on his anxiety and followed him, whining softly.

      “Something I’ve said has upset you.” She took a step toward him but stopped when she saw his fingers were trembling on his glass. “Does it bother you, that I’m not human?” Maybe he’d changed his mind and the truth was too much for him after all.

      “No.” He stared into his wine.

      “Then it disgusts you that I’m older than you?” She set down her glass and glanced toward her shoes. She could have them on and be out the door in seconds if he rejected her.

      “No,” he said firmly. He braced himself on the counter and shot her a grave look.

      “Then is it because I’m immortal?”

      “No.”

      She stopped short. “Then what is it? Once I told you about my brother, I felt you change. It’s like all the warmth left the room. Or can’t you admit it bothers you that I’m not human?”

      He snorted, then started to laugh darkly in a way that made his big body shake. “Why should it bother me?”

      She couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic or trying to make light of the situation, but the longer he laughed, the more her chest ached. She wondered again if she should leave. But then his gray eyes locked onto hers and darkened as if a storm was brewing behind them.

      “Human isn’t all it’s cracked up to be, Rowan.” He frowned, his gaze dropping to her chin. “How could it bother me that you’re not human when so much about the human race is nothing short of toxic?” He bit out the word as if it stung his mouth.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I’ve had to do things to survive.” He licked his lips. “There’s something I need to tell you. I remembered something recently, something that has to do with you.”

      She cringed. He must have remembered the night she stole the Raindrop of Heaven. Rowan reached for her glass of wine but kept one eye on the door. “You have my full and undivided attention.”
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      Nick didn’t like talking about his past. It wasn’t the kind of story you could tell among mixed company. Not a nice story. Not something you shared over Waldorf salad at the beach house.

      But he liked Rowan. He didn’t care that she was a dragon. Maybe that’s what he needed, someone with a dark secret as deep and shadowed as his. She definitely wasn’t like other women. Everything about her was durable and down to earth, from the way she handled herself with the vampires and with Verinetti to the way she buried her face in Rosco’s fur. She was no delicate flower. Beautiful, yes, but in the way of an iron butterfly. If he told her who he really was, would she run for the hills? Or could she handle that he’d come up from the sewer and still carried the stink of it on his soul?

      Last night she’d shown him her wings. Tonight he would show her his horns. Let the halos fall where they may.

      “My mother left when I was five,” he began. “Left me with Stan. I’m not sure if Stan was my father, only that he was living with my mother when she left. I never called him dad, just Stan. What happened to me as a child wasn’t the fault of my parents. I didn’t have parents. I had Stan.”

      Rowan traced her finger along the lip of her glass, but otherwise made no indication that his story was disturbing to her. Good. This was about to get much worse, and he wasn’t sure he could continue if she looked visibly upset.

      “Stan didn’t like me, and he certainly didn’t like having to care for a child. He was too busy working in a chop shop to worry much about my welfare anyway. His associates would bring in a stolen car, he’d strip it, destroy anything with the VIN, and sell the parts to another buddy of his who would put the pieces on the black market. It was a stressful job because these friends he had, they were the type that might kill you if you fucked up or maybe just because they thought you were dicking around on the clock. Their leader was a guy named Trojan. Big Russian-looking dude. Seemed like he was seven feet tall, but maybe he was six five. Square jaw. Small eyes. The sort of cold eyes that make a guy look dead inside.”

      He swallowed hard, and Rowan nodded encouragingly for him to continue. “Anyway, Stan would come to the place where we lived. I hesitate to call it home. I don’t think it was a home. It was a closet with a toilet and a hot plate, and Trojan owned it. It was one of the ways he controlled his workers. Own where your workers live and you own more than their livelihood. You own their life. Stan would come to the place where we lived at the end of his workday, and the first thing he’d do was take off his belt. Then he’d take out all that stress of working for Trojan on me.”

      “He beat you… regularly?” Her voice cracked, and disgust peered out of that impassive mask she’d had on. Good. Now he was getting somewhere.

      Nick started unbuttoning his shirt. “You never saw. You kept my shirt on last night.”

      “I had no reason to take it off.”

      He removed the shirt, and he had to hand it to her for not doing what most people did. She didn’t gasp. But there was pity in her eyes and the disgust he’d seen before, stronger now. He hated that look. God, it pissed him off. It was a natural reaction and he didn’t blame her for having it, but he hated it. He didn’t want pity.

      She set down her tumbler and examined his scars. Six on his chest. Two on his right side. Five on his back.

      “These are all from his belt?” Her voice cracked.

      He pointed to his left shoulder. “This one was a burn. Boiling coffee.” He pointed at his chipped tooth. “This? Happened at the same time. Hit in the face with a coffeepot when I was seven. The scar on my lip is from the glass. For some reason, my face didn’t burn but my shoulder did. Must have been how the glass broke and the coffee fell.”

      “By the Mountain.”

      “This one on my abs, that’s from a knife.”

      She shook her head. “It’s so wrong. How can anyone do that to a child?”

      The thing about Rowan, she ran a community center. He knew she’d encountered child abuse before. Maybe this was the first time she’d seen an abused child grown up though.

      “There’s always a reason an adult beats a kid, you know?” Nick said. “The place wasn’t clean enough or I’d made too much noise. Like when I got sick and couldn’t stop coughing, but instead of taking me to the doctor, he flicked a lit cigarette at my face and told me if I didn’t stop he’d make me stop. I spent the rest of the night coughing into my pillow.”

      Rowan’s face changed, morphing from pity to anger. Fire flashed behind her amber eyes. Good. He’d get it all out. If she couldn’t take it, he hoped she’d leave now, before he got any closer to her.

      “Anyway, I was used to going to school so beaten that the back of my clothes would stick to my healing skin. Every time I’d go to the bathroom, I’d have to peel my pants away from the dried blood and it would rip the scabs and hurt like hell. The nurse knew. The teachers knew. I’m not sure why they didn’t do anything. No one cared enough, I guess. But when I was thirteen, I got really sick. Walking pneumonia. I went to school anyway. I never missed school. School was far better than home and the only place I could get a good meal. And that day we had a substitute school nurse. She took one look at me and sent me to the hospital. When they x-rayed my lungs, they saw signs of old injuries, poorly healed bones, cracked ribs. They saw the burns on my shoulder and the scars from Stan’s belt on my back.”

      He paused. She’d moved closer and rested her hand on the scar that ran from his ribs to halfway to his navel. Her full attention was focused on him. That touch shook him to his core. It wasn’t what he’d expected. He’d expected her to back away.

      “Go on.”

      “The hospital called DCFS, and I went into a foster home. A couple whose last name was Grandstaff, Judy and Doug, took me in and eventually adopted me. Changed my life. It was great. For the first time I had enough to eat and a safe place to sleep and therapy. Years of therapy that helped the nightmares, the rage.” He swallowed hard. “Judy was a great cook. The gentlest, most patient mother. And all those calories she fed me were like rocket fuel. I grew big and I grew up. But the past has a way of refusing to die. I wanted to forget. I wanted to deny I’d ever been Stan’s punching bag.”

      “That’s not how it works.” Rowan’s eyes held ghosts of their own, and he supposed that had to do with her brother’s murder. “The only way to master our past is to confront it. When we bury it, the bodies rise.”

      “Yeah, my buried bodies rose in the form of Trojan. Stan disappeared and his boss found me. You might ask yourself, what did the mob want with a kid like me? I was eighteen when they pulled me off the sidewalk in front of my high school and told me that Stan had been keeping two sets of books. He’d screwed them out of thousands. Trojan figured I was Stan’s closest relative and must know something about where they could find Stan and their money. I didn’t. They decided I would earn the money back by doing a job for them. I needed to steal a car. A very expensive car.”

      Rowan shifted. He’d suspected something about her since last night in her apartment, but it wasn’t until now, now that he knew she was immortal, that he put it all together.

      “I need to tell you something, Rowan. I think we’ve met before.”
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      Rich people lived in a bubble. Nick could always tell the ultrarich because they assumed the world would revolve around them and if it didn’t, they could buy themselves out of any mess they wound up in as a result. Take the Aston Martin convertible parked in the alley behind Arnold’s grocery. No one parked a car like that in this neighborhood and expected it to still be there an hour later. But what would be devastating for most people was a minor inconvenience for the rich. Whoever owned this thing was asking for it.

      If Nick had owned a car, any car, he’d take care of it. That thing would be locked down like Fort Knox. But then, anything Nick had ever owned had been hard-won. He’d once fought another boy over a pair of shoes, taken a hit to the jaw on purpose at exactly the right time to get that boy thrown out of the community center they were in. The pain was worth it to ensure he was wearing those shoes when he left the building. He’d worn them until the toes split.

      Whoever had left the car in its current state didn’t need it, and that was permission enough for him to use it to save his life. Stan was missing. Fuck if he knew where the asshole had gone, but he’d taken Trojan’s money with him. And now Nick had to pay Stan’s debt or risk the consequences. He could stand the pain of being tortured himself. He’d been beaten and worse by Stan for most of his life, but he couldn’t handle anything happening to Doug or Judy. The Grandstaffs were the kindest, most patient people he’d ever met, and he’d do anything to keep them safe, even hot-wire a car and take it to the chop shop in the Bronx where Stan used to work before he’d fallen off the planet.

      He hopped behind the wheel and inserted his screwdriver into the ignition. No dice. He pried the plastic cover off the steering column. Everything had to be done quickly, quietly, attracting as little notice as possible. Nick dug out the bundle of wires and sorted out the ones for the battery and the ignition.

      “You should be wearing gloves when you do that. You could get the shock of your life,” said a voice on his left.

      He turned his head and saw a woman standing beside the car. The first thing he noticed was how he could see her thighs. She stood on the sidewalk, wearing a peacock-blue slip dress trimmed with black lace. The kind that was so popular now. No one wore it like this woman did though. His breath caught. Her long black hair cascaded straight to her shoulders, and her round, wire-rimmed glasses shone blue beneath her thick bangs. In her arms was an old leather book. She had to be a celebrity or a supermodel. Maybe some billionaire’s trophy wife.

      “This isn’t what it looks like,” he said. “I lost my key.”

      He saw one bushy brow arch above the mirrored lenses. “This is your car?”

      “Yeah.”

      She reached into her bag and pulled out her key fob. The doors unlocked with an electronic chirp. “Funny, I thought it was mine.”

      He closed his eyes and rested his forehead on the steering wheel. Busted. “I’m sorry,” he said sincerely. “I don’t have a choice.” He mumbled the last, sure that she was probably already dialing the cops on her flip phone. He was doomed. Done for. At least he’d be safe from Trojan in prison, if the guy didn’t have someone on the inside who’d land a shiv in his gut at the first turn of the guards’ heads.

      “Hey. Hey…,” the woman said softly.

      He lifted his head off the steering wheel and looked at her.

      “You know, whoever’s making you do this, it won’t be the last time. These people… they have a way of getting their hooks into you. People like this, they don’t let go.”

      Nick rubbed his palms on his jeans. “You believe me?”

      “Yeah. You look scared. Can you tell me who put you up to this?”

      He shook his head. It was too dangerous. The last thing he needed was Trojan threatening her over this. She was too kind. Too beautiful.

      And a great liar. A member of NYPD’s finest walked up beside her, his chest straining his blue uniform. So she had called the cops after all. Nick held perfectly still and waited to be arrested.

      “Good afternoon,” the woman said, her head tilting flirtatiously to the side as her full lips spread into a sumptuous smile.

      The cop glanced at Nick and at the small kit of tools he’d left on the passenger seat. “Everything okay here?”

      The woman’s voice made Nick think she was an angel. She had to be supernatural the way her laugh tinkled like wind chimes and her words dripped like honey off her lips. She drew the cop in.

      “Everything’s fine, Officer. My nephew’s just helping me get the car started.” She gently rested her hand on his arm.

      Nick’s eyes widened at the ruby-red stone shining from the ring on her finger. She had to be the wealthiest person he’d ever met. He’d bet that book in her arms was an antique, probably worth a fortune. Frankenstein. It looked like a first edition, the leather having formed a warm, amber patina on the spine where fingers had pulled it from the shelf over decades of use.

      “Okay. Okay. Have a nice day.” The cop continued on his way.

      “Thank you,” Nick said.

      The woman rested her forearms on the driver’s side window and lowered her head so that she was eye to eye with him, those mirrored shades giving him a good look at himself. He needed a haircut and a shave and a new T-shirt.

      “Listen to me very carefully.”

      He gave her his full attention.

      “If you are smart enough to steal this car, you are smart enough to figure out how not to steal it. You’ve underestimated yourself. You’re better than this.”

      God, her voice was silky smooth. And her lips. That dress. He was staring at her, and he couldn’t look away. “Okay,” he mumbled.

      “Now get the fuck out of my car and go figure out something else to do with your life.” Her smile was gone.

      Nick hastily collected his tools and exited the vehicle, holding the door open while she climbed in. She tucked the wires back into her steering column and replaced the plastic panel. A turn of her key and the Aston Martin roared to life. With one last crooked smile over her shoulder, she shifted into drive.

      “Don’t disappoint me. I hate it when I’m wrong.”
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      Rowan couldn’t believe her ears. Her initial relief at Nick not remembering what she’d thought was their first meeting in the Stevensons’ beach house gave way to complete wonder that it hadn’t been their first meeting at all. Nick had been the teen who’d tried to filch her car. She remembered how hopeless he’d seemed back then. The scars on his lip and shoulder when she’d caught him red-handed had told her everything she needed to know.

      “I remember,” she said, eyes narrowing. She removed her hand from his stomach to take him in. “I remember you.”

      “Last night at your apartment, I was in your library. I recognized a book on your shelf. It’s distinctive. A first edition. Leather-bound. It was the book you were holding when I tried to steal your car. Frankenstein.”

      “I’d just bought it from a pawnshop. I couldn’t believe my luck.”

      “Last night I thought it was a coincidence. I thought the book had made its way to you. It couldn’t have been you, after all. That was twenty years ago, and you looked different.”

      “I change my appearance from time to time. The younger I make a new identity, the longer I can use it.”

      Nick nodded nervously. “When you told me tonight that you’re immortal, the reaction you saw in me was my realizing it was you. You saved me that day, Rowan. You changed the direction of my life forever.”

      She shook her head and scoffed. “I didn’t save you. I just gave you a second chance. It was only a car. I could tell you were desperate.”

      “I applied to college that day to major in criminal justice. That was meant to be my way out. If I could become a cop, I could keep people like Trojan from ever controlling me again. All that time hiding from Stan at school paid off. My grades were good. They let me in. And I worked hard.”

      “Are you saying you went to college because I didn’t have you arrested? I can’t take credit for that.” Something more was bothering her. “How did you deal with Trojan? I’m sure he didn’t give up just because you were admitted to college.”

      “Trojan came after me, as I expected he would. I kept thinking about what you said to me, that if I was strong and smart enough to steal, I was strong and smart enough to figure out how to get myself out of the situation I was in. I returned to that hole-in-the-wall where Stan and I had lived. It was the same as when I left. Roaches almost as big as the rats. Cigarette butts everywhere. The smell—oh God, the smell. I was hoping to find the money or some clue to where Stan might be. What I found was Trojan waiting for me.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I ran. I was a fast son of a bitch, and I knew all the hiding places around our building, places where I’d hidden from Stan when I was younger. I didn’t use the stairwell but instead went out the window at the end of the hall and down the fire escape. Then I jumped the railing into the neighboring parking garage and hid between the cars. Trojan came for me. He caught up faster than I ever expected, almost like he knew where I was going.” He shook his head. “I remember crouching between two cars, the concrete stained with oil and grime under my feet. I could hear Trojan’s footsteps approaching. He was moving slowly, calling my name, taunting me as if he knew where I was and was just toying with me.”

      “You must have been terrified.”

      “I was, and I think that’s what he was going for. He flushed me out. I ran to the stairwell and then up to the top of the garage. My thighs were burning and my heart beat so hard in my chest that it hurt. Trojan kept coming. He knew there was nowhere for me to go. I made it to the far side of the garage on the top level, twelfth floor, and I stopped running. Unless I was willing to jump, I had no choice but to stand my ground, and I wasn’t suicidal. Despite everything, I wanted to live. I turned and faced him.”

      The image of the boy he once was cowering in fear from that brute called Trojan turned Rowan’s stomach. Her jaw clenched. Had she known, she would have followed Nick and torn Trojan apart.

      “How did you get away?”

      “My foster dad taught jujitsu. That was his job; he was a martial arts instructor. There was this thing he taught me, that when you face an opponent who is larger and stronger than you, use what he isn’t against him. I was tall, skinny, and fast, nowhere near the size I am now. This was before the academy, when I was still catching up from years of neglect. But I had moves. Trojan reached for me. I ducked, put my head and one shoulder between his legs, and popped up. I pushed with everything I had, legs arms… everything. I still don’t know how I did it. Adrenaline I guess. I flipped him over the railing.”

      Rowan inhaled sharply. “He fell from the top of the garage?”

      Nick nodded. “I took off before the cops came. For whatever reason, Trojan’s men never bothered me again. Maybe they didn’t know who I was. Maybe they couldn’t find me once I went away to college. Maybe I just wasn’t worth it.”

      Rowan studied him, angry for the abuse he’d suffered as a child but in awe of his perseverance and quick thinking. At that moment, Rowan saw Nick for the first time. Oh, he was human. He’d bleed red if she cut him, and he had a four-chambered heart instead of one made of stone like her own. He couldn’t change into anything, and he would grow old and die as all humans did, but he was a survivor and much tougher than he looked. When he’d fought off those vampires at Wicked Divine, he’d shown her who he was.

      He truly was a warrior, and any woman would be proud to be his.

      “You think differently of me because I killed him.” Nick picked at one of his nails.

      She started in surprise. “Not at all. You survived. I’m… I’m admiring you.”

      His eyes lifted to hers and locked. “I don’t talk about this often, Rowan. Never. But I told you before that if you knew about my childhood, you would believe me when I say I can protect myself. That I need to be able to protect myself.” He cast daggers toward her purse and probably at the talisman inside. “I wanted you to know who I am because it’s important to me that you see me, really see me, you know. The same way I see you, wings and all. If my past isn’t something you can accept…” He didn’t finish his sentence because his voice cracked.

      “You have a past,” she said, moving closer until she could feel the heat from his body through the front of her dress. “All the most interesting people do. We should get along just fine.”

      He released a relieved breath. “I think plenty of interesting people don’t have the little childhood of horrors I had.” He exhaled slowly, his palms coming to rest on her shoulders and sliding down her arms to her wrists. “But if it’s the key to making you look at me like that, maybe I should have mentioned it sooner.”

      The fact that he still had a sense of humor after everything he’d been through and had revisited tonight was her undoing. Her dragon roused, and Rowan closed the tiny gap between their bodies, nothing but the thin material of her dress barring skin from skin. He did not disappoint. The long, lean muscles of his arms wrapped around her, his large hands burrowing into her hair. She loved the feeling of being in his arms. He made her feel wanted, adored. Her chest rose and fell quickly, her head tilting back as she circled his neck with her arms. One of his hands pressed into the curve of her back, his touch igniting an electrical storm within her.

      “You don’t need to tell me stories about your past to win my heart,” she said, so close her lips brushed his.

      “No? What’s the trick then? Knock down three bottles with a single ball? Ring the bottle? Shoot ducks?” His voice was a gritty whisper.

      “You can have it for a kiss.”

      The corner of his mouth twitched. “Lucky me.” He brushed his lips against hers.

      “Wait.”

      He stopped, backing off a hair’s breadth from her lips.

      “Does Rosco need to go out?”

      “No. I walked him before you arrived.”

      “Is the door locked?”

      “Yeah… when you came in. Why?”

      She looked at him through her lashes. “The last two times I’ve been in your arms, we’ve been interrupted.”

      He laughed, his eyes dancing in the soft light.

      “If you kiss me now, I don’t want you to stop.”

      “Deal.” His mouth met hers.

      Rowan had never been kissed the way Nick kissed her then. Not by a dragon, or a shape-shifter, or another human. His kiss was a free fall, a stomach-dropping descent into madness. A swirling, spinning, star-filled fantasy with fireflies and pounding hearts and heat that threatened to burn her dragon skin.

      Nick flipped all of Rowan’s switches. He was strong but kind, handsome but genuine, unspoiled and unpretentious. He was everything she’d been denied when she was princess of Paragon. There, she’d been viewed as little more than a designer brood mare. She was courted by every stuffed shirt, power-craving social climber in Paragon, all with their perfectly tailored clothes and perfectly manicured hands. All they’d ever cared about was winning her hand and the power and privilege that came with it. None had cared to win her heart.

      Nick was different in all the right ways. He might be human, but his draw for her was anything but. Dragons couldn’t combust, but he was a man whose mere presence threatened to consume her. He was her own personal accelerant. She couldn’t get enough.

      Burn, baby, burn.

      Rising on her tiptoes, she licked along the seam of his mouth. He opened for her, lips parting and tongue stroking inside. Deeper. He kissed her like he was claiming her, his big body seeming to completely envelop her. His hand fisted the back of her hair.

      Her inner dragon roused and stretched. Mine. One hot palm trailed down her back and landed on her ass. He tasted of wine, a hint of mint, and warm, healthy male. And his smell. Oh goddess, his smell was a heady perfume that filled her lungs. It wasn’t until he pulled back from her that she realized her wings had extended while they were kissing and had partially wrapped around them.

      “Sorry,” she said, tucking them behind her.

      “I like them,” he said quickly. “And I like the sound you make.”

      “What sound?”

      “Like a purr. Like the sexiest fucking purr I’ve ever heard in my life.”

      Her face burned. Her mating trill. Her dragon had never bothered to trill with the other men she’d dated. When she’d dated Verinetti, her inner beast rarely even woke up. “It’s a, um, dragon thing.” She tucked her hair behind her ear and lowered her voice. “I can’t control it.”

      He brushed his lips from her jaw to her ear. “I love it. Let’s try to make it happen again.”

      His mouth trailed down her throat, and then his hands were on her ass, lifting, spreading. She wrapped her legs around his hips.

      “I want you, Rowan.” He stroked along the place her wing met her back as he held her to him. His touch sent fine tremors through her that seemed to end at the peak of each breast. “It’s been a long time for me.”

      “Me too. But I won’t hurt you.”

      He chuckled. “I think I’m supposed to say that to you.”

      “I didn’t know there was a script,” she said into a sliver of space she made between their mouths. With one beat of her wings, she lifted his feet off the floor and moved him into the bedroom.

      His eyes widened. “Definitely ad lib,” he mumbled breathlessly.

      Rosco jumped up from his dog bed, startled by the strange movement.

      “Go lie down, Rosco.” Nick kicked the door closed behind them.

      His scent was even stronger in this room, the navy-blue comforter on his full-size bed seeming to be the source. She desperately wanted more, wanted it all over her.

      He backed her toward the bed, and his lips found hers again. Deeper. Hotter. The long, hard length of him pressed into her belly and she ground against him, enjoying the moan she elicited. Drawing back, he grabbed hold of the bottom of her dress and pulled it over her head. Large rough hands stroked along the rose-colored lace that ran from a band around her waist to her breasts. It was backless, all the support coming from the stiff material that ran up and under her breasts at the front of the garment. His thumbs stroked across her hardened nipples.

      “This is fucking hot,” he said, tips of his fingers playing over the delicate material.

      “One of my oread’s most ingenious designs. Doesn’t get in the way of my wings.”

      “What’s an oread?”

      She laughed. “Like a, um, servant, but not human. She’s a type of mountain nymph.”

      His chin lowered. “In that case, let me take a closer look.”

      His lips trailed down her neck as his hands slid along her sides to the band of the bra. She felt his fingers work at the base of her back, unfastening the clasp. Her nipples hardened at the feel of the cool air when he finally tossed it aside, and then came the slick heat of his tongue flicking against one rosy peak.

      Her trill came again, but this time the instincts of her inner dragon exponentially increased her need. Her fingernails scraped along the back of his shoulders. She felt his muscles shift under her fingers and his mouth move to her other breast, drawing her nipple out and sending fire licking the underside of her skin, straight to her core. Every cell in her body was flooded with the desire to mate. He was human. He was vulnerable. She should be wary of any permanent connection that might form between them. But she needed to make him hers. It was a deep, carnal need that sent her hands coasting down his abs to his waistband, her nails grazing through the trail of hair that led to… Yes, there he was, heavy and warm in her hand.

      “Damn, baby. Take it slow.” He nibbled on her bottom lip.

      Slow was not what she had in mind. Trailing kisses along his collarbone, she guided his hand to her sex, placing his fingers right where she needed them.

      He cursed. “Fast then.”

      With a thrust of his body, he spun her around and pushed her facedown on the bed. Her panties were off in her next breath. And then he had her by the hips, lifting her onto her knees. His fingers found her core again, but it was his other hand, stroking the underside of her wing, that made her pant in earnest. By the Mountain, she might combust.

      “Yeah, like this. You love it when I touch these.” His hand stroked along her wing again, and all her limbs trembled. A moan escaped her lips.

      She felt him press against her, flesh to flesh.

      “Do you want this, Rowan?”

      “Yes,” she begged, breathless with need.

      The sound of tearing paper made her glance back to watch him roll on a condom. He slid into her then, slowly, working himself in and out until he completely filled her from behind. Her body pulsed around him, adjusting to his size, his girth. Deep inside her, he paused to lean over her back, his hands stroking out along her wings.

      “What do you like?” He pulled back slowly, then thrust in, hard and fast.

      She released a soft mew. He massaged the base of her wing, then reached under and around her waist, up between her breasts, and plucked at one of her nipples with his fingers.

      He thrust into her again and again. She could feel the sweet tension build within her, her inner dragon rolling, coming alive. And then he lowered himself across her back and licked along the most sensitive part of her wing.

      An orgasm rang through her like a bell.

      “Oh yeah, baby. I like that,” he whispered into her ear in a deep voice that seemed to stroke her from the inside. “Let’s see if we can do it again.”

      He gripped the edge of her wings with both hands and started to move again. The gentleness he’d exhibited before was gone. He thrust into her hard and fast, finding a rhythm with his body that left her breathless. The pleasure she’d felt before was a shadow of what was building in her now. It flowed from all directions and collided at the apex of her thighs in a supernova of heat and pleasure that made her cry out. Rowan found herself completely lost to it. She rode the aftershocks, her wings straightening, going rigid as one orgasm after another rocked her body.

      And then his hands were in her hair and she felt him buck inside her. She reveled in his release. Mine, she thought. Tell me. Tell me I am yours.

      But he said nothing.

      They collapsed onto the bed, his arms gathering her against his chest.

      “Nick, tell me what this means to you.”

      He buried his face in her hair. “That was… incredible.” He kissed her gently on the temple.

      She wanted more. She wanted him to claim her, to say he wanted her and her alone. But she didn’t get a chance to broach the subject. Just then, a high-pitched beeping sound tore through the apartment and he pulled away from her.

      “Smoke alarm,” he grumbled. He bounded off the bed and out of the room.

      The pyrotechnics stopped going off in her torso and she blinked rapidly, trying to regain her composure. On shaky legs, she climbed from the bed and pulled her dress over her head, then found him in the kitchen removing a smoking, crispy black chicken from the oven.

      Flashing her a sheepish grin, he said, “Dinner’s ready.”
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      This was dangerous. Nick washed down bits of blackened chicken and couldn’t stop himself from replaying the best sexual experience of his life in his head. Only moments ago, he’d had Rowan under him. It was all he could do not to throw down his fork and carry her back into his bedroom for round two. She might be willing. God knew the chicken wasn’t keeping her at the table. Only, a familiar fear had crept into Nick’s thinking, and it curled prickly and cold over his heart.

      It would be easy to love Rowan. Too easy. If he were being honest with himself, he might already be halfway along that journey. And he wasn’t worth loving. A person whose own mother left him was not a person capable of being loved long term. Committing to someone like Rowan—especially Rowan, who would live forever—was signing up to be left, to experience abandonment all over again. That particular terror ran deep. No, he needed to keep this relationship in the casual zone and not allow his brain to tempt him with this thing inside that wanted a ring on her finger.

      “You don’t have to eat that,” he said to her. “It looks like I pulled it out of a volcanic pit in the earth. We should call it Mount Vesuvius chicken.”

      “It’s not that bad,” Rowan said lightly. “Once you scrape the black part off, it’s delicious.”

      He ran a hand over his face. “Okay, so cooking isn’t exactly in my wheelhouse, although usually I do better than this. At least you had the cold potatoes and broccoli to keep your charred meat company.” He rolled his eyes at himself.

      “We were distracted,” she said softly. “I think it was totally worth it.”

      “Definitely.” He smiled and looked away, the panicky feeling coming back with a vengeance.

      “We have a dish like this in Paragon,” she said. “Only we don’t use chicken. They don’t exist there.”

      “What do you make it with?”

      “It’s called krilpon. It’s like your pig but with gills and webbed feet. It’s traditionally thrown into a fire and eaten after it is completely charred like this. The meat is different though, more like the dark meat.”

      For a moment Nick tried to picture what she was describing but couldn’t wrap his head around it. “Your world is so completely different from this one. It must have been a big adjustment for you to come here.”

      “It was.” She stabbed a piece of broccoli with her fork. “In some ways it’s better though. Life for me in Paragon was difficult. I never got along with my parents. If it weren’t for my brother Alexander, I would have probably run away a long time before I was thrown out.”

      “Is that why you run Sunrise House? Because you had a rough childhood?”

      She sipped her wine. “Not exactly.” She balked, and he got the sense she was hiding something.

      “You don’t have to tell me. I know the feelings can be complex.”

      “My childhood was different from yours,” she said softly. “I wasn’t physically abused, but my parents had unreasonable expectations for my behavior and decorum, and my constant punishment was solitary confinement. My brothers were my only confidants and friends. I wasn’t allowed girlfriends. I was rarely allowed beyond the palace walls. Alexander, he’s my younger brother, he taught me to paint as an escape from the rigors of palace life. It was my only oasis from a constant desire to slit my own throat.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “I wasn’t happy.” She sighed. “Not at all. To me, my future was a tragedy. Art was my escape. And Tobias. He never failed to lend an ear when I needed one. My brother Gabriel was harder to get close to. He and Marius trained constantly. As the oldest, they were true warriors. A two-man army. Nathaniel, Xavier, Sylas, and Colin were kind enough to me but loved to try my parents. Practical jokers, the four of them. Known for causing trouble. I remember Xavier once made me a small cake for our birthday celebration, and when I bit into it, a live parlor mouse jumped out and hit me in the face.”

      “Our birthday. You and Xavier were born on the same day?”

      She shrugged and laughed nervously. “The details of our birth may seem strange to you. All nine of us were born on the same day. Dragons lay eggs. The first male to hatch is considered the eldest and the heir to the throne. That was Marius. After that, succession goes by who hatches next. Gabriel, Tobias, Alexander, Nathaniel, Xavier, Silas and Colin. I, as the only girl, was destined to be queen even though I was born third.”

      Nick tensed. “What now? You said Marius was the heir to the throne. Wouldn’t that make you a princess? Why would you be queen?” He bristled at the idea of her being forced to marry her brother.

      “Dragon reproduction is often unsuccessful and females are very rare. In order to ensure there is an heir to the throne, the firstborn male and female rule side by side. Each take a consort outside the royal family. That doubles our likelihood of producing heirs. But because I was the blooded female, my young—we call them whelps—would be first heirs to the throne. That’s why it was so important that I be mated. My future pregnancies were the preferred future of the bloodline.”

      “You talk about it as if they were breeding you? Did you even have a choice?”

      “A choice among the highest bidders. I was only allowed to meet men of my station, the ones from wealthy households. When my uncle murdered Marius, my mother cast us all out of Paragon to protect us. That was around three hundred years ago. I came to this world with nothing but the clothes on my back, and to be honest, it was a relief.”

      “Three hundred years ago,” Nick said incredulously.

      “Yep—1698. The eight of us arrived in what is now Crete.”

      “And somehow you all made your way here, to New York.”

      She laughed. “No. Our mother warned us to split up lest our uncle find us and eliminate us like he’d done Marius. We traveled by boat to Italy, then split up at the port of Genoa. As our knowledge of this world grew, we all agreed it wasn’t safe for us to remain in the same country. If we kept moving, we were safe. Even if my uncle found us, by the time he traveled here we would be long gone. But when we settled, we needed to be apart, to dilute our magic enough that he couldn’t trace our whereabouts.

      “Colin, Nathaniel, Xavier, and Silas hired a guide to take them north by land. I assume they are somewhere in Europe now, but we lost contact soon after. Gabriel, Tobias, Alexander, and I traveled along the coast of Europe for a time. We boarded a merchant ship from the Isle of Wight to the port of Philadelphia in the autumn of 1699. An indigenous guide helped us settle in this new world. I ended up in New York; Tobias, Chicago; and Gabriel, New Orleans. Alexander, well, he’s in Sedona now.”

      Nick shook his head. “So you came here with seven brothers, and you never see them in person. Never hug them. Never share turkey and mashed potatoes and stories around the Christmas tree, ever?”

      “I haven’t seen my younger brothers or Gabriel in centuries. I met with Tobias once or twice when he was visiting the city at the turn of the century and in the 1970s. We were careful not to stay together long. And Alexander sends me his paintings to sell in the gallery.”

      “All this because you’re afraid your uncle will find you if you are together?”

      “Yes.”

      “Don’t you think that after three hundred years, he has better things to do?”

      She stared at her knotted fingers. “It’s hard to explain how time changes us, Nick. My siblings and I have endured wars, the advancement of technology, new identities, the rise of cities, the fall of empires. We’ve endured this intimately but also at a distance, our hearts breaking from loss after loss while remaining immortal. We are like stones in a sea of human history. Time and distance have a way of becoming their own beast. Every year, our bond lessened. Our ways of communicating ended. We lost touch with each other.”

      “Forgive me for saying so, Rowan, but that is the saddest story I’ve ever heard. Maybe sadder than having no family at all.”

      “Do you share turkey with Doug and Judy?”

      He smiled. “As often as possible. They live in Arizona now. Both retired. I only get out there once or twice a year.”

      She sighed. “I wouldn’t relive my childhood for anything, but it would be nice to have a real family. I run Sunrise House and am trying to save it because I know the feeling of having no control over your lot in life. I try my best to make things better for those kids.”

      He played with his fork. “That’s an incredible story. Thank you for sharing it with me.”

      “I’d like to share more with you. I want to know everything about you.”

      He swallowed. This was getting to be too much, too intimate. All his old insecurities scurried to the surface. If he let her in, he’d be vulnerable. It would destroy him if she left him. She couldn’t abandon something that never existed. Casual was safe. Intimacy was war. “First, I need you to teach me how to kill vampires.”

      The corner of her mouth lifted. “Vampire lessons. You’re not going to let that go, are you?”

      “No,” he said. “I need to be able to protect myself.”

      She licked her bottom lip. “The first thing you should know about vampires is that ordinary bullets won’t do a thing against them. That gun of yours is useless under most circumstances. You can’t stab them to death either, and they can’t die of hanging or drowning. They don’t even need to breathe.”

      He folded his arms across his chest and leaned back in his chair, studying her.

      “Crosses don’t work either,” she said.

      “What does work?”

      “Sunlight, always. That folklore is true.”

      He thanked God. At least he’d given Regine good advice. “Safe during the day. That’s good.”

      “Safe from vampires, but they can compel humans to do their will.”

      “I can handle humans.”

      She played with the corner of her napkin, twisting it around her finger. “Silver works, but it’s not like in the movies. If you hold something silver against a vampire’s skin, it won’t do much damage. But if you can trick a vampire into drinking silver or shoot them with silver bullets, it will weaken them. The silver has to be in the bloodstream to do its job. You can sometimes kill a vampire with a silver or wooden bullet directly to the heart or brain. It slows their ability to heal and can kill them if you do enough damage and the vamp is unable to remove it.”

      He nodded. “Silver and wood, but they aren’t reliable. Got it.”

      She chewed her lip. “There are only two foolproof ways I know of to kill a vampire that don’t involve tossing them into the sun: cut out their heart or decapitate them. That goes for all supernaturals. In general, nothing can live without a head or a heart. Even dragons.” She rubbed her palms in circles against each other. “Oh, it’s also possible to burn vampires to death. That’s my preferred choice as a dragon. Everything burns if the fire is hot enough. Everything other than us.”

      “You’re completely fireproof?”

      She turned and placed her hand in the candle’s flame. It didn’t seem to bother her at all. The hair on the back of her hand didn’t singe. There was no smell, no blistering or blackening of her skin. “Which brings me to the most important thing about vampires.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You may get lucky and kill one, but they live in covens and will swarm you like ants. Vampires are killing machines, lethal predators. If they come for you, you should run.”

      “I understand what you’re saying, but—”

      “I’m glad you understand.” A fierce determination narrowed her eyes. “Now, I hope you’ll let me do what I need to do.” She rose and moved to the window, her ruby ring glowing like a star. He could feel the air spark. The entire place was instantly charged with static electricity. Rowan raised her ring and drew an X through the air in front of his window.

      Nick got to his feet. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
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      Rowan swallowed against a rising ache in her chest. What Nick had said was true. Her story was sad, and sometimes she missed her brothers so much she couldn’t sleep at night. But it had been a long time since she’d let that sadness in, and part of her resented that Nick had raised those feelings inside her. She channeled that confusing emotional energy into her ring and began muttering her protection spell.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Nick asked again.

      Rosco had risen from his bed and was hugging Nick’s side, panting nervously as the smell of magic filled the room.

      “I’m warding your apartment against vampires and others who would seek to do you harm. If Rosco is sensitive, take him outside. I’ll be done in thirty minutes.” Her ring pulsed with red light.

      “Wasn’t the point of me learning about vampires so that I could protect myself?” he asked defensively.

      She didn’t turn her head. “Were you listening to what I said? Your chances of surviving an attack by a vampire are next to nothing. More than one vampire and you’re doomed!”

      “In your opinion,” he said sharply. “Were you listening to me? I can take care of myself, Rowan.”

      “Like I said before, you got lucky. I need to do this, Nick. Dragons protect what is theirs. It’s in our blood.” She drew the symbols in the air and whispered the incantation. Rosco growled.

      “I need you to stop.”

      She sensed anger in his voice. She ignored it. “No.”

      “No?”

      “You can try to stop me.” She flashed him her most dangerous smile. “We’ll see what happens.”

      He didn’t try to stop her, which was good because she would have hated to have to use brute force against him. The spell she was laying down was the same one that protected her treasure room under the gallery. It protected against all supernatural threats. Humans could walk right through it, which was why she would remind him to continue to lock his doors and why her treasure room was inside a vault.

      Nick was hers, and she would keep him safe. Only he wasn’t, was he? He’d never claimed her, not officially. It ate at her, that lack of ownership. She’d felt the bond, but he seemed indifferent to it.

      Her mind wandered to Nick’s story about his past. Thinking about the abuse he suffered turned her stomach. The thought of anyone treating a child like he’d been treated struck rage into her heart, and she desperately wanted revenge on the evil prick who’d done that to him. But Stan was long gone—probably dead. That demon, for all intents and purposes, had already been slain.

      She muttered her spell over and over as she walked the boundary of his apartment. She should have followed him back then, kept him safe. Now she’d make up for it. She vowed to protect Nick, whether he wanted her to or not.

      The ache started in her chest again. She wanted him to be hers. As they’d made love, a bond had formed between them, one she hadn’t entirely expected. Her dragon had chosen Nick as her mate. Only, she’d been foolish. Nick clearly did not share her feelings of attachment. If he’d felt the bond, he’d denied it. The physical draw she felt for him was belied by the emotional push he was giving her now. Everything was too confusing. All she had to hold on to was her ability to keep him safe.

      “It’s done.” She turned to him.

      Nick’s expression was impassive, and he didn’t thank her. “I enjoyed myself tonight, Rowan. You didn’t have to do this out of guilt or whatever. You don’t owe me anything. What happened between us, it doesn’t have to mean anything. Maybe it’s better if it doesn’t.”

      His words were like a dagger straight to her heart. She physically recoiled from them.

      “I mean, you must think I’m damned weak and helpless to feel you have to use magic to protect me.”

      “I don’t think you’re weak at all. For a human, you are a remarkable warrior.”

      “For a human?” He stood up, his face red.

      “You are human. Supernaturals are faster and stronger. It’s not like you can make yourself invisible! You’re not a ghost.”

      Nick grabbed his head as if it hurt and moaned. His eyes squeezed shut and he leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees.

      “Nick? Are you all right?”

      Through narrowed eyes, he looked at her. “You become invisible,” he murmured softly as if every word hurt. “Invisible like a ghost.”

      Her stomach twisted, and bile burned in her throat. “Nick?”

      His palms pressed against his temples as if he were trying to keep his head from splitting open. “You’re. A. Ghost.”
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      The memory came back to Nick in a rush. “I’m a ghost,” she’d said before she’d disappeared, and then an invisible force had wrapped around him, forced his mouth open, and poured a bitter liquid down his throat. His next waking moment, he’d been standing in the Stevensons’ kitchen.

      “You… You stole the Raindrop of Heaven from Camilla Stevenson’s closet. You rumpled the bed when you threw her shoes down on it. Then you used magic to make me forget.” He felt like he was going to be sick.

      She spread her upturned palms beseechingly. “I’m sorry I had to wipe your memories, but you weren’t supposed to be in that room that night. Every other night the guards stay in the guardhouse unless the alarm goes off. How was I to know you’d do rounds?”

      “Are you suggesting you had no choice but to drug me?”

      “I didn’t drug you. Harriet’s potions are all-natural and totally safe.”

      “What about the part where you stole millions of dollars of jewels?”

      “You weren’t supposed to see me!”

      “You weren’t supposed to be there.”

      “Gerald Stevenson had it coming. He bought the land under my building for the vampires! Those kids are going to be out on the street if I can’t find an alternate arrangement. Worse, what do you think the NAVAK vampires will eat when they move in? Huh? Those children’s lives are in danger.”

      Nick dug his fingers into his hair. “Do you even realize that I could be blamed for the theft?”

      Rowan frowned, her lips thinning. “What are you talking about?”

      “Camilla knows the jewels are gone, and I was the last one in that closet. My partner, Soren, spoke with Gerald at Wicked Divine. He said Gerald is considering pressing charges against me. I thought the thief was a member of their cleaning crew or regular security detail. To think it was you all along.”

      “No,” Rowan said. “That’s not possible.”

      He shook his head. “Of course it is. Because you took the jewels!”

      “But I replaced them,” Rowan said, “with replicas enchanted to look like the real thing. Unless they had a gemologist assess them, there is no way they would assume they weren’t.”

      Nick closed his eyes. “I remember. I checked. I saw them there.” He shook his head. “Obviously you fooled no one… No one but me.”

      Rowan swallowed. “So I’ll return them. I’ll sneak in and replace them.”

      A low grunt came up his throat. “Are you kidding me? As soon as I’m accused, the jewels mysteriously appear again? No.”

      “I just don’t understand how they know for sure the jewels are missing and you took them. It doesn’t make any sense.”

      He shook his head. “I think you should leave.”

      “Nick, you don’t mean that.”

      “I hate lies, and this is the third time you’ve lied to me. You lied to me at Sunrise House when I asked you about NAVAK. You lied to me in the car about Wicked Divine, and now I find out you wiped my memory.”

      “I had to. I didn’t have a choice.”

      “We always have choices.” He stilled, his hands balling into fists. “Ironically, you taught me that.” He shook his head slowly. “I. Can’t. Trust. You. You need to leave.”

      Without another word, she grabbed her purse and her shoes. She paused in the open door.

      “How many people have you told about your past? That’s a lie of omission, Nick. You hide things about yourself because it’s not safe to share them.” Her amber eyes drilled into him. “Now imagine you had a secret like mine.”

      She slipped into the hall and closed the door behind her, seeming to take all the air in the room with her. Nick stared at the closed door, rubbing Rosco’s head as the dog whimpered softly beside him.
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      “I can’t believe Gabriel didn’t stay for your birthday party!” Avery said.

      The music and the din of partygoers had filled the Three Sisters with life. Raven smiled over her virgin mango mojito and tried to think of something to tell Avery that wasn’t a complete lie. Gabriel and Tobias had flown to Sedona to search for Alexander, leaving her behind to meet her familial obligations. Neither Gabriel nor Raven liked the idea of being apart, but Gabriel needed to find his siblings before someone else did, someone like a vampire or another Paragonian guard who wanted him dead. This was the best lead they’d had in weeks.

      “Family business,” she offered with a shrug. “But he gave me this. We had our own celebration before he had to leave.” Raven held out her wrist and showed Avery the bracelet of brilliant-cut diamonds Gabriel had fastened around her wrist.

      Avery studied the bracelet, pulling Raven’s wrist closer to her face. “Well then…” Her eyebrows slid toward her hairline. She released Raven’s wrist and swigged her beer.

      The Three Sisters was packed with family and friends. Her mother had gone all out and catered the event herself, complete with a devil’s food cake with creamy white frosting. She thought every single person she knew was there, aside from Gabriel and Tobias. But the door opened and in walked the one person she hadn’t expected to see.

      “Avery?”

      Her sister glanced toward the door and grimaced at the sight of their father heading for the bar. “Don’t look at me. I didn’t invite him. I swear, Raven, I didn’t.”

      Raven slid deeper into their booth and lowered her head. No doubt he was looking for her, but it was dark in this corner of the bar. If she played her cards right, he’d leave without ever talking to her. She was suddenly glad Gabriel was gone. It removed the added complication of Gabriel’s protective dragon instincts interfering with what was already an awkward situation. Gabriel didn’t like to hide. He liked to breathe fire.

      David Tanglewood was a hardheaded pragmatist who had divorced her mother during Raven’s battle with brain cancer and stopped coming to visit her when the doctors gave her no chance of survival. He’d tried to reconnect after Gabriel’s dragon magic had cured her, but she’d rejected his efforts. She hadn’t spoken to her father much since then, mostly because he was an asshole and had never given her the slightest indication of changing his overtly assholistic behavior.

      “I didn’t invite him,” Avery repeated firmly, “but maybe this is the time to tell him about, you know.” Her gaze jumped between her engagement ring and her ever-growing abdomen. “I mean, come on, Raven. He can’t find out from a stranger. It’s wrong.”

      Raven swore under her breath. Maybe Avery was right. For the sake of family peace and her mother’s and sister’s sanity, she needed to at least tell the man that she was getting married and expecting a baby.

      “Okay. I’m going to do this, and then I never want to hear about it again.”

      Avery nodded. “Agreed.”

      Raven rose from the booth and moved toward the place where her father stood at the bar. His full head of gray hair had thinned since she’d seen him last, and the tanned, leathery skin of his face wrinkled with his smile when he saw her.

      “Well, if it isn’t my long-lost daughter.” He opened his arms. She stood perfectly still, her arms crossed over her chest. He lowered his arms. “Happy birthday.”

      “We need to talk.”

      “Do you want something to drink first? I just ordered, but I can call the bartender over again.” His voice was a muted roar over the chatter in the bar.

      “No. No. I’m fine.”

      “It’s so good to see you. Avery said you were vacationing in Chicago with that guy you’ve been seeing.”

      That guy. He knew who Gabriel was. “Gabriel. Gabriel Blakemore.”

      “Right. The one who owns Blakemore’s Antiques. How’s that working out?”

      The bartender arrived with her dad’s beer.

      “Let’s talk in mom’s office. It’s loud out here.”

      “If you’re sure your mom will be okay with that.”

      Raven nodded once. In fact, her mom might be a little pissed about it, but she was working in the kitchen at the moment, and Raven was hoping to keep this short and sweet. He followed her to the small office at the back of the restaurant, past the bartender schedules and OSHA-required posters. She closed the door behind them.

      “Should I be worried that you can’t talk about Gabriel in public?” Her father sipped his beer.

      She rolled her eyes. “I can talk about him in public. Give me a little credit. I just thought this was a better place to…” She flashed her engagement ring, the oversized emerald glinting in the light. “We’re getting married.”

      His face fell. “When did this happen?” He asked it as if she’d just told him someone had died.

      “I love Gabriel. This is what I want. I’m very happy.”

      “What about school?”

      “What about it?”

      “You never finished your degree. Are you going to do that first before you tie the knot with this guy?”

      “Mmm. No. I think that ship has sailed actually. I’m not really interested anymore. I have more important things to focus on.”

      “Like Gabriel.”

      “Yes, and other things.” She placed a hand on her abdomen, but he didn’t seem to notice.

      With an exasperated sigh, he lowered himself into one of the nickel-and-black faux-leather chairs in front of her mom’s desk, his grip on the beer tightening. Silence uncurled in the room until Raven could hear the clock tick and the distant clanking of workers cooking in the kitchen. She leaned one hip against the desk.

      “So, are you shopping for reception halls? The best ones need about a year’s notice,” he said finally.

      She shook her head. “I don’t have a year.”

      Her dad leaned back in his chair, arms crossed, face not even hinting at mirth. In fact, his expression was one of complete vexation, bordering on rage. “Why?”

      “Because I’m pregnant.” Raven left it at that. Her father could never know that the baby she was carrying was actually a dragon. He’d never believe it anyway. But there would be no hiding her pregnancy. She was already showing.

      All the blood seemed to rush from her father’s face, and his fingers gripped his beer until his knuckles turned white. “No reason a pregnancy has to mean marriage in this day and age. If it’s about money—”

      “Stop.” She held up a hand. “Before you say something you might regret, Gabriel and I had planned to be married before this happened. In fact, we’d considered eloping. He is exactly what I want, and so is this baby.”

      He nodded slowly. “So when can I meet this guy?”

      Fidgeting with the edge of the desk, Raven decided that honesty was the best policy. “I thought at the wedding would be good.”

      “At the… Raven, you can’t be serious. I can’t meet the guy moments before I walk you down the aisle.”

      “I don’t remember asking you to walk me down the aisle.”

      He stilled as if she’d slapped him across the face. “You don’t want me to walk you down the aisle? I know we’ve had a falling-out, but Ravenna!”

      She sighed. “We haven’t had much of a relationship since I was sick. It seems like it would be… forced.”

      He lowered his head and closed his eyes. When he opened them again, he looked like an entirely different person. “I’ve waited too long to say this. I should have had this conversation months ago. I wronged you, Raven. I am so sorry that I wasn’t brave enough—hell, wasn’t man enough—to fight alongside you when you were dying and hospitalized. I made every excuse in the book, and I know every word of it hurt you. My absence hurt you. If I could take it back, I would. But I can’t. We can only live forward. And all I can say is I accept responsibility for what I did to you, and I am genuinely, truly sorry.”

      Raven had to stop herself from toppling over. David Tanglewood rarely apologized to anyone for anything. He always had to be right. But just now he looked positively beside himself with regret. Raven didn’t know what to do with it.

      “Thank you. I’m going to need some time to process that,” she said softly.

      He sighed. “I understand.” He rubbed his palms over the tops of his thighs. “I know I’ve been difficult. You’re a big girl now. You can make your own decisions. You love this guy, and he’s clearly well positioned to take good care of you and this baby. I wish you the best.”

      He stood and turned to leave. Raven felt an immediate swell of relief but also a sudden twang of guilt. He’d apologized, sincerely. Was she a bad person if she didn’t accept the olive branch?

      “Dad… I don’t think we’ve had a relationship that warrants you walking me down the aisle, but I would like to invite you to come to the wedding. Maybe, over time, things can be different.” Her stomach clenched. She might regret this.

      “I get it. When is the occasion?”

      She winced. “Avery is helping me put something together. I want it to be soon, but we don’t know the exact date yet. Once we nail it down, I’ll let you know.”

      “And I’m going to be a grandpa.”

      “Yes, you are.” Raven gave him a tight smile. “I should get going. Avery and Mom will want to cut the cake.”

      He nodded. “Oh, and Raven, don’t worry too much about this wedding. You know, the event isn’t half as important as the marriage that follows. I speak from experience.”

      The force of her father’s words hit her straight in the gut. “The marriage” in his case was the one in which he left her mother, the one which she was raised in, believing as children do that her parents were very much in love. She wasn’t ready to hear how the family she remembered had all been a big mistake to him.

      She opened the office door and ushered him out, gesturing toward the exit. “You know the way.”

      He hugged her then, and she stiffened in his arms. “Happy birthday, Raven.”

      Relief flooded her when he finally headed for the door. She hoped to heaven she hadn’t just made a terrible mistake.
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      Nick showed up at the station the following Monday, feeling like his soul had been torn out, fed through a meat grinder, and then tucked back into his skin. After a day of brooding over beer and nonstop football, he was ready to admit he was completely smitten with Rowan. Too bad he’d basically called her a liar and kicked her out of his apartment. There was probably no coming back from that.

      The fact was she had lied to him, damn it! And tinkered with his brain. He’d been right to call her out. So then why did everything feel wrong? Everything. It hurt to breathe. He’d completely lost his appetite. And what little sleep he’d had since she left was riddled with dreams of her.

      Thankfully, he made it to his office without much contact with other human beings. He rang Soren, and it wasn’t long before his partner appeared in the seat across from him.

      “So, what’s the story? What did you find out about the Sumner case Friday night?” Soren cradled his coffee mug in his hands and blew across the top, breaking apart the curls of steam that rose from the dark brown liquid.

      Nick thought for a moment. He needed to phrase this in a way that could be pursued by the department without making him look like a nutcase who thought vampires existed. “There’s a secret room, a VIP area on the lower level of Wicked Divine. It appears they’re part of a fetish club, some BDSM type of thing. You were right about that. The, uh, submissive partners have those tattoos we saw on the victim’s wrist. The dominant partners pretend to be vampires and drink their blood.”

      Soren laughed nervously. “Vampires?”

      “It’s as disgusting as it sounds. I couldn’t stay long without blowing my cover, but my theory is that the dead girl was the victim of a session that went too far. Worse, I think a lot of the blood donors are there against their will. I saw signs of human trafficking.”

      “No one is going to believe that.” The idea seemed to make Soren oddly jittery. He cracked his neck and sipped his coffee.

      “I think a search warrant would be a good start. Take a team into Wicked Divine. See what we can find out.”

      His partner shook his head. “That’s not going to be easy.”

      “No?”

      “Come on, Nick.” Soren lowered his voice. “You’ve lived in New York your entire life. You must know that Michael Verinetti has friends in high places. Maybe we should, uh, focus our energies on leads other than Wicked Divine.”

      Nick’s chest tightened. What the fuck was he hearing right now? He narrowed his eyes on Soren. “I plan to proceed cautiously. There were some wealthy patrons down there last night; I get that. But a girl is dead and someone needs to be held accountable for that. I saw others who may be there against their will. We can’t turn our back on that.”

      “But, I mean, maybe we could pursue it without involving Wicked Divine. I’m just saying you don’t want to rock that boat unless you have absolute proof in hand. In fact, you might have trouble getting the warrant.” Soren’s voice deepened, becoming threatening. “Even if you did obtain a warrant, you might find your life becomes far more complicated once you do.”

      Nick’s jaw clenched until the muscles hurt. He wanted to shake Soren. Why was he protecting Verinetti? He hadn’t seemed to have much of a connection to Wicked Divine before. Fuck—it had been Soren’s tip that had brought him there in the first place.

      “What happened last night, Soren? What did that girl say to you?”

      Soren’s tongue ran along his front teeth, and Nick noticed the way he tightened his grip on his coffee, his eyes shifting around the office. “When I spoke with Kendra, she told me the group was consensual. I didn’t know about the biting, okay, but… she mentioned there are some big names in this group. Names we don’t want to be on the bad side of, especially you.”

      “Me?”

      He leaned in and lowered his voice. “I told you the Stevensons suspect you in the theft of the Raindrop of Heaven. You might even say they are sure and will make sure it was you if they need to. They have you on the security tape going into their room. That was the last time anyone saw the jewels in their residence. Nobody wants to have to report you. You’re a good detective. But if you keep pursuing these crazy theories of yours, he’ll be forced to take action.”

      Nick’s hands balled into fists. Stevenson was there Friday night, at one of the tables in the auction house. He’d acquired land on NAVAK’s behalf. Soren worked as security for Stevenson. Soren had hounded him, personally, for weeks about filling in for him at the Stevensons’ Hampton beach house because of plans he had with his wife for their anniversary, despite cheating on her with this Kendra person. Soren had been oddly forthcoming with that little tidbit. Now he was accusing Nick of stealing jewels that Rowan claimed she’d replaced.

      Nick swore under his breath. He’d been set up. By Soren. Fuck, he wanted to kill the guy. He wanted to reach across his desk, grab his damned head, and slam it into his desk until he bled.

      He lowered his voice, the tone becoming as threatening as Soren’s. “All they have on that video is me walking rounds. And housekeeping and regular security were in that closet after me.”

      Soren leaned back, his eyes turning cold as ice. “The housekeepers don’t have the code, and the regular security guys say they never opened the safe. The next person to check it was Camilla, and the jewels were gone.”

      “Completely gone? Nothing left in their place?”

      “Gone. All the pieces. Necklace and earrings.”

      Nick thought he might be sick. Rowan hadn’t been lying about the replicas, which meant the Stevensons had hidden them, thinking they were the real thing, in order to frame him for a crime that, as far as they were concerned, never really happened.

      Soren ran a hand along his desk. “You told me about opening the safe to check on the jewels after you saw the rumpled bedspread. That’s a pretty damning piece of evidence, don’t you think? You don’t want to deal with charges like this. Just let this thing at Wicked Divine go.”

      Nick’s gaze snapped to Soren’s.

      “Everyone knows who you are,” Soren whispered under his breath. “You don’t want to mess with these people. They aren’t like you and me.”

      All of Nick’s internal warning flares started firing like the Fourth of July. Verinetti had lied to Rowan. Nothing she could do could save him. Verinetti and his crew knew who he was and had planned to blackmail him all along, and he’d bet his life the vampires knew too.

      “You set me up,” Nick said through his teeth. “Begging me to fill in for you at the Stevensons’ summer home. You told me it was for Rhonda, so you could be with her on your anniversary, but you don’t care about Rhonda. You’ve been fooling around on her. No, that was an excuse to get me out there so you could frame me. You’re working for him. You did all this because you need detectives who will look the other way when your boss says so, to protect NAVAK.”

      Soren chuckled under his breath. “You were always so perceptive. Congratulations, you solved the case, Detective. Now, accept the reality that you don’t want to be sniffing too close to this flame, you know what I mean? You’ll get your nose burned.”

      Nick tapped his pen on his desk. “I know exactly what you mean. You’ve made the situation more than clear.”

      “Good.” Soren stood, a shit-eating grin on his face. “Oh, and Nick, keep this conversation between us. I’d hate for others to assume you’re hiding something about this jewel theft.”

      Nick swallowed down the bile rising in his throat and forced himself to remain calm. He’d get this bastard, but he’d do it the smart way. Letting his emotions get the most of him now was not the way to win this game.

      “Understood. Uh, I better get to work. Got a ton of email.”

      Soren nodded smugly and left his office.

      Nick rubbed his chest. Rowan had been right, and he understood now why she’d done what she’d done. Manhattan was a city of secrets. When he’d caught her in Stevenson’s closet, she had no reason to trust him. Hell, he could have been someone like Soren. She’d taken a risk telling him who and what she was. In the beginning, she hadn’t known him enough to trust him. Of course she’d lied. He might have done the same thing in her shoes. Hell, he’d just allowed Soren to believe he’d been bought. That was a lie. Nick had no intention of letting Soren or Stevenson get away with blackmailing him.

      But first he needed to warn Rowan that Verinetti was using her. He picked up his phone and texted her.

      Need to see you. Tonight?
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      The important thing was keeping Nick safe. Rowan repeated that to herself as she dressed in the backless red minidress she’d purchased specifically for its ability to be distracting. Michael was taking her to dinner with Malvern, the master of the NAVAK vampires. She needed to keep him from asking questions about the video at Wicked Divine and to redirect his coven’s energies away from the man she loved.

      Nick. She couldn’t stop thinking about him. But he hadn’t called her and it was clear from what he’d said the other night, the night they’d made love, the night he’d remembered her stealing the jewel, that he didn’t trust her, might never trust her again. She had lied to him. All the reasons and excuses she’d given him meant nothing. No reason in the world would excuse her behavior. But she suspected there was more to the story. He might not admit it to himself, but the damage he carried from his past was still with him. Nick had been abused as a child. He’d become a police officer and then a detective to compensate for what he had to do in his youth to survive. Perhaps he didn’t want to bond with her, not just because she’d lied but because on some level he didn’t think he was worth that sort of commitment.

      She wondered if she would ever be the same again or if the unrequited connection she felt to Nick would drive her as crazy as it had Alexander. At least she had this dinner, and the correlating hope that what she was doing was good for Nick, to distract her from her predicament.

      A white owl landed on her terrace railing, and Rowan went outside to meet Michael. She’d spelled the boundaries of her home so he could no longer get in without an invitation, and no way would she ruin all her hard work by inviting him in now. She watched him slowly transform to his commonly used and preferred human form, which unfortunately was completely naked.

      “Hello, Michael,” Rowan said, unable to keep the disgust from her voice.

      “Rowan. Aren’t you a sight? That dress should be a registered weapon.”

      “I thought that was the point. Distract Malvern. Keep him from asking too many questions about the attack on Wicked Divine. What about you? Do you plan to show up to this vampire dinner naked?” She crossed her arms over her chest.

      “No. I have a car waiting for us downstairs. Far easier to come up this way than to deal with the doorman.” He gave her a lecherous grin.

      “You just wanted to show me your dick, didn’t you?” She made certain that every word was loaded with assurance that she was unimpressed.

      “Just thought you might like to see what you’ve been missing.”

      She shook her head. “I haven’t missed anything about you.”

      “Careful, Rowan. You’re in real danger of losing me as an ally. If that happens, there will be no one standing between NAVAK and your beloved Nick.”

      She consciously repressed any reaction to that, although her insides squirmed. Michael was a manipulative pig, but she needed to stick this out to protect Nick. “Let’s get this over with.” She pointed over the terrace railing. “I’ll meet you downstairs.”

      “We could fly down together.” He held out his hand to her.

      “Can’t. I need to lock up.” She turned back toward the door.

      He didn’t move. “I can feel the magic. You’ve spelled the house against me.”

      She turned back. “Against all supernaturals. I don’t feel safe now that you’ve invited vampires into Manhattan.”

      He grunted. “We need to be on our way if we plan to make it to Malvern’s on time, but this conversation isn’t finished. I don’t like being locked out of your life. Makes me feel like you’re ungrateful.”

      “I’m as grateful as I should be. I’ll meet you at the car.” She rushed inside, her composure giving way as soon as she had flattened her back against the wall out of his sight. She held back the tears, refusing to give him that power over her. He wasn’t worth spoiling her mascara. She was a dragon, for the Mountain’s sake. She grabbed a tissue from the box on the counter and dabbed at her eyes. One night. For Nick.

      Fortifying herself with a deep breath, she locked the doors and grabbed her charging phone from the tray on the table near the door. She’d been so busy today she hadn’t checked it. She gasped when she saw a message from Nick. He’d sent it hours ago.

      Need to see you. Tonight?

      “Nick…” She took a deep breath and texted him back. Sorry, I’m just seeing this now. I can’t tonight. Tomorrow?

      It’s important. Please.

      Later?

      Yes.

      How long could a vampire dinner take? Sure. I’ll come by your apartment as soon as I can. It might be late.

      Late’s okay

      See you then

      She hurried out of the building. There was no question which car was Verinetti’s. The black Escalade was armored with bulletproof glass. The thing looked like a tank. As she neared, the driver opened the car door for her. She slid in next to Michael and frowned as the doors closed and the windows blackened. A divider rose between them and the driver.

      “What’s going on, Michael?”

      “Malvern doesn’t like his whereabouts to be general knowledge. I’m afraid you’re going to have to be in the dark until our arrival.”
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      That was it; Nick had officially lost his mind. He sat in an unmarked car across the street from the Dakota building and watched a white owl fly up to the rooftop terrace outside Rowan’s apartment. Damn it, he had a feeling when Rowan didn’t return his text immediately that there was something going on. Clearly, Verinetti had called in his favor and was forcing Rowan to attend the dinner with that damned vampire, and before he had a chance to tell her what he’d learned from Soren.

      But Nick knew what was going on. He didn’t trust Verinetti any farther than he could throw his body after punching him unconscious, something he very much wanted to do. And that tank of an armored Escalade he rode in was about as inconspicuous as a five-alarm fire. It was funny—these shifters really underestimated humans. He’d found it all too easy to blend into the crowd and walk right past the monstrosity, pausing to casually press the square-shaped GPS tracker he owned to the inside of the wheel well without garnering a single glance from the driver or the people around him. Hell, the driver never even looked up from his phone. Perhaps he was engaged in a rousing game of Candy Crush.

      Surprise fluttered in his chest when his phone buzzed as soon as he was back in his vehicle. So she would meet him tonight, late. After her dinner with Verinetti and the vampire. Nick wasn’t okay with that. He planned to make certain that Rowan had backup if she needed it. Dragon or not, she deserved that.

      The Escalade pulled into traffic. Nick waited a few moments and pulled out too, trailing behind it. He frowned as the Escalade exited Manhattan and drove across the Hudson, heading north. Where was he taking her? He made sure to keep his distance. The red dot on his GPS would tell him exactly where to go. No need to rush.

      It was farther than he’d expected. Did Rowan know Verinetti was taking her to BFE? He pulled off the main road onto a winding drive that didn’t even register on his GPS. The heavily wooded area made him feel like he’d crossed some magical barrier between the city and rural America. Only a little over an hour from wall-to-wall skyscrapers and he was surrounded by a thick blanket of trees. He cut his headlights.

      At the end of that drive, a gate loomed in the distance, lit up bright with security lights. As soon as he saw it, he slowed, then angled the car off the main drive and parked between the trees. Quickly he covered the unmarked car in brush and fallen branches. It wasn’t a flawless job, but at night, under the shadows of trees, someone would have to be on top of it to see it.

      By the light of the moon he walked along the wall, avoiding the secured gate area. The reflections off security cameras winked at him every few yards. He stayed out of sight until he found a spot between cameras where the forest had overgrown the wall. This would have to do. He climbed one of the trees and shimmied out on a limb to see over the six-foot stone barricade.

      The place was a castle. A fucking castle with a watchtower and parapets and guards with assault rifles pacing in front of the front doors and windows. The estate had to be at least twelve thousand square feet, and the wooded acreage around it went on and on, as far as the eye could see. If a vampire bit into you here, no one would hear you scream.

      Who the hell was this Malvern guy? This was a fully operational military compound, for God’s sake. No wonder they didn’t have anyone on this part of the wall; no one in their right mind would go over it unless they had a death wish. Which meant he was stuck on the tree branch, watching helplessly as the Escalade pulled up to the building and Rowan exited it with that piece of shit Verinetti by her side.
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      It took over an hour to get from Rowan’s apartment to Malvern’s residence. Over sixty long minutes with Michael dressing reluctantly beside her in a pretentious suit. The length of time they traveled told her nothing. Depending on traffic, it could take sixty minutes to go a couple of miles or it could take them completely out of the city. Once the driver opened the door and Verinetti held his hand out to her, there was no mistaking that it had been the second of those two choices. The grounds were heavily wooded, and the stone castle of a home in front of her loomed on the horizon, a great, glowing mecca under the bright moon.

      “Toto, we’re not in Manhattan anymore,” she whispered as she climbed out of the car.

      “No,” Michael said, “you are not. And you’d do well to remember that. The NAVAK coven has outgrown these quarters, which is why they are expanding into the city, but very few have relocated yet. Stir up trouble here and you’ll have a significant portion of the coven to answer to for it.”

      “Why would I stir up trouble?”

      His eyes lifted to the heavens. “Goddess if I know why you do half the things you do, Rowan.” He offered her his arm, but she refused and started up the steps without touching him. “As I was saying.”

      An extremely tall and lanky vampire, whom she supposed was the butler by the black-and-white uniform he wore, opened the front door for them and showed them to a parlor off the dining room. Her nostrils flared and tingled, the scent of vampire and fresh blood so strong it almost stung her lungs. She followed Michael toward the bar.

      “Now that Lurch is gone, can you tell me if we’re going to be the only warmbloods at this dinner?” she asked.

      Michael shook his head. “The black man in the south corner is one of mine. Werepanther. And those two women and that man over there are blood donors.”

      Rowan looked at the group of three humans and immediately noticed the NAVAK tattoos on their wrists. All were scantily clad with noticeable bite marks on their necks and thighs. A whiff of medicine-tainted sweat reached her nostrils, and she realized they must also be drugged.

      “Will Malvern be serving regular food as well, or should I have had a burger before I came?” she mumbled.

      Michael stopped in front of the bar. “Malvern is an excellent host and will see to your every need.”

      “Drink, miss?” The bartender, whose slightly dropped fangs gave him away as a vamp, gestured to the cart behind him. “We have a full bar or several types of bagged blood if that’s your fancy.”

      “Vodka and tonic please.” She watched the bartender mix her drink and decided the bottles looked untampered with. Still, she gave it a sniff while Michael ordered his favorite Ramos gin fizz. The drink was obscenely complicated, included citrus, egg white, and heavy cream, and required a ridiculous amount of shaking. Who even drank that anymore? For the love of the Mountain, he was a pain in the ass in every sense of the word.

      After a few long minutes of listening to Michael ramble on about how he’d bought his fourth nightclub and was expanding the Wicked Divine brand to milk the most out of the human population, Rowan began to wonder if Malvern would show. Where was he? Wasn’t this his party? Lurch returned, rang a small bell, and announced dinner would be served.

      Michael grabbed her elbow. “Before we go in there, I want to know where we stand. As a shifter, will you finally become a member of the pack?”

      She balked. “Why would you ask me that? I’ve never been a member of the pack. I’m independent and plan to remain so.”

      “And what about us?”

      “There is no us. That’s over.”

      “So, other than protecting this human, there’s no other reason you joined me tonight?”

      “No. I told you I was doing this to keep him safe. He was only in that position because of me. It’s not fair to make him pay for my mistake.” She took a different tack when his eyes clouded with darkness. “I’m your friend, Michael. I have always worked with you when you needed me. This is no different. But no, I don’t want anything more. Not from the pack and not from you.”

      The dark clouds remained in his eyes, but he gave her a curt nod and ushered her into the dining room. At the head of the table, the vampire waited. Malvern’s hair was platinum white and hung straight down to his jaw. His small eyes were blue, and his complexion was as pale as porcelain. Pale as a corpse. The shape of his face made her believe he was originally from Eastern Europe, or maybe Russia. Based on appearance alone, Rowan had no trouble taking him seriously as the leader of this coven or as the killer she’d heard he was. He looked deadly.

      “Michael, you’ve brought a guest.” Malvern’s gaze locked onto her and slid down her body before focusing on her neck. “Won’t you introduce us?”

      Rowan strode around the table and offered her hand. “Rowan. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      He stared at her hand as if she’d offered him a roll of barbed wire.

      “Vampires don’t shake hands,” Verinetti whispered. “It’s offensive.”

      She retracted her hand. “My apologies.”

      “You must not have much experience with my kind,” Malvern mumbled.

      “No.” She added quickly, “How exciting to experience something new. Is there anything more enthralling than the first interaction with a strange and beautiful creature?”

      His mouth edged up into a tight-lipped smile. “For those with virginal appetites.”

      She flashed her most disarming smile. “Even someone ancient can be new to the right person.”

      “New, yes. But hardly fresh. Any fruit’s edibility is limited, even if it is never plucked from the tree.”

      “Oh, but if that fruit is made into wine, it betters with age, and the first sip is still the most pleasurable.”

      This time his smile broadened and he flashed a little fang. “True. Sit beside me. I’d like to know you better.”

      With a wink, he moved her chair back from the table. She’d heard of vampires moving things with their minds. Only the strongest and oldest could do so. Turn off the lights, unlock doors. For him to so casually draw her chair back, Malvern must be old and powerful indeed.

      “Tell me, are you the freshly picked grape or the wine?”

      She took a seat beside him. “The wine,” she said. “Well-aged, full-bodied, and dangerously intoxicating.”

      Malvern clapped his long fingers together in a creepy way that sent a cold shiver along her neck. She amped up her illusion to hide it.

      “Oh Michael, wherever did you find this one?” Malvern asked.

      “Rowan has been a member of my pack for years,” he said flatly. “I assure you, she can be quite entertaining.”

      “So you’re a shifter?” Malvern asked.

      “Yes. I thought it would be obvious given that I am definitely not a vampire.”

      “Your scent is strange to me. Unlike Michael’s.”

      She glanced back at Michael playfully. “What does Michael smell like?”

      “Day-old butchered duck.” Malvern laughed and Rowan joined in.

      The first course was served, a rocket and radish salad for her and the other non-vampires at the table, a small bowl of blood that gave off the slightest hint of orange for Malvern and his coven mates. She was relieved to be served actual food.

      Michael pouted beside her, obviously still offended by the duck comment. “I wanted to give you an update on our search for that human who infiltrated Wicked Divine the other night.”

      Rowan stiffened and gave him a dagger-filled glare. Why was he bringing this up now? The entire purpose of their visit was to distract Malvern from this topic.

      Malvern sipped his blood and frowned. “Down to business so soon, Verinetti? All right. Tell me, have you found the walking blood bag?”

      “We believe he is the father of one of the younger girls in the herd. I have a team of sniffers out tracking him down. He should be dead by morning.”

      Rowan relaxed. Michael lied so convincingly even she couldn’t tell, and she knew his statement wasn’t true. She just hoped it wasn’t partially true. It wouldn’t be beyond Michael to hunt Nick down. Her dragon pressed to the surface. If Michael hurt Nick, she would kill him, with pain. She wrestled herself under control.

      “Good,” Malvern said. “Stevenson, talk to your friends on the NYPD and make sure we have protection for the auctions. We will pay whatever we need to. My coven must be fed.”

      Rowan’s head turned. Stevenson. That was Gerald Stevenson at the end of the table. The same Gerald Stevenson who had bought Sunrise House right out from under her. The same Stevenson from whom she’d stolen the Raindrop of Heaven. When had he slipped into the room? He hadn’t been in the parlor earlier.

      “Already done,” Gerald said. “We have several integral members of the NYPD on payroll already. They will be avoiding Wicked Divine and squelching any cases that could be problematic for your coven.”

      Oh no, Nick! Did he know who was on the payroll? If she knew anything about Nick, it was that he had a good heart. He would never allow that girl’s murder to go unpunished. He was probably still investigating it. Not only that, his friend Soren had been at Wicked Divine. Could they trust him? How much about that night had Nick shared with his partner? If Soren was compromised, all her efforts toward taking the heat off Nick would be for naught. She’d have to warn him tonight, as soon as she got back to his place.

      “Now to more pleasurable topics,” Malvern said, turning his attention back to Rowan. “I mentioned that Michael smelled like day-old duck. Do you know what you smell like?”

      She shook her head.

      “Nothing I’ve ever smelled before. You have a smoky scent, something exotic. Alligator? Are you an alligator shifter?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “What we shift into is a private matter. We usually don’t discuss it.”

      Malvern frowned.

      Focusing on her salad, Rowan hastily filled her mouth. Never had she shared what she was openly with someone she didn’t completely trust. It could never end well. Dragons weren’t from this planet. Her blood and scales could be used for magical purposes. Every person who knew put her at risk. Hell, at this point, she wasn’t happy with herself for telling Verinetti.

      Michael’s fork hit his plate. “Oh, I don’t think we need to keep secrets from Malvern, my sweet. I think he’d be excited to learn there’s a one-of-a-kind shifter beside him.”

      A buzz of fear started between her ears, like wasps had taken up residence in her skull. What did he think he was doing? Surely Michael wouldn’t reveal her secret. They had a history, and she’d kept her end of the bargain tonight. Besides, what would he get out of it?

      Malvern finished his blood and set the empty bowl down on the middle of the gold charger in front of him. “One of a kind? Now I am intrigued. Does that mean you’ve never met another shifter like Rowan, Michael, or there are no others like her?”

      Michael looked down his nose at her, his expression smug. She felt his hand on her own beneath the table. The touch was a question. It didn’t take a mind reader to know what he was thinking. If she returned his touch, he would keep her secret. If she pulled away, he’d tell Malvern she was a dragon. She hated Verinetti in that moment with a red-hot rage that seemed to scald her from the inside out. Defiantly, she ignored his touch.

      “I’m not all that special,” she said, raising an eyebrow in Malvern’s direction.

      “Oh, I disagree,” Malvern said. “You’ve already proven yourself to be a unique specimen. Now tell me, Rowan, what are you?”

      Michael’s touch shifted higher on her leg.

      She dug her nails into his skin and shoved his hand away from her. Glaring at Michael, she shook her head. “Nothing worth sharing.”

      Verinetti’s expression turned hard and ice cold. “You’re too modest. Rowan is a dragon.”

      The room went absolutely silent. Malvern’s small eyes rounded to the size of saucers before his expression took on the quality of carved marble. He snapped his fingers, and Lurch appeared beside him. He whispered something in his ear. Rowan could barely make out what he said but thought she heard the words message and high priority.

      Once the servant had left his side, Malvern stood from the table and held his hand out to her. “Rowan, may I speak with you privately for a moment?” He offered her a reassuring smile.

      She glanced at Michael, who leaned back in his chair and grinned at her. That bastard. Rowan had to stop herself from openly growling at him. Later, she’d make sure he paid for this. For now, this was a situation that required diplomacy.

      She slipped her hand into Malvern’s icy grip. With a gentle tug, he led her into a private study. Once the door was secured behind him, he turned to her.

      “I hope you will forgive me for interrupting dinner, but you seemed uncomfortable talking about what you are in public. Is it true?  Are you a dragon? Or do you mean a komodo dragon?” He tapped his nose. “That is why I smell alligator. You transform into a lizard.”

      Glancing toward her toes, she said, “No. I am a dragon. The kind that flies.” She hated this, but there was something she needed from him, and clearly he found what she was interesting. Perhaps they could make a deal.

      “Extraordinary.”

      “Now that you know, I wonder if we could discuss some business related to your taking up residence in Manhattan.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “What do you have in mind?”

      “As a dragon, I could be of use to your coven. I am very powerful and know Manhattan like no other supernatural. Verinetti isn’t the only game in town.”

      “You are proposing an alliance?”

      “I only ask for one thing in return. There’s a building in the Upper West Side near Morningside Heights, the home of Sunrise House community center. You’ve purchased the land beneath it. I’d like to buy it back from you. I’ll give you double what you paid if you’ll agree.”

      He rubbed his hands together and seemed to contemplate her offer. “Can I interest you in some wine?”

      “Yes, I’d love some.” Straightening, she tried to appear as if she made five such deals before breakfast.

      “That building is of strategic importance to my coven. Its loss would be a serious inconvenience. How can I be certain you are as powerful as you say?”

      She shrugged. “You’ll have to take my word for it. I can’t shift here. The room is too small.”

      “Your blood. I can tell by your blood. Give me a taste, and if the magic running through your veins is as strong and powerful as you say it is, I will consider your offer.” He didn’t wait for her reply before gathering a wineglass and a small knife from the bar.

      She offered her arm. There was a fast strike and then a spurt of hot blood. Bright red liquid splashed into his glass before her flesh healed itself.

      He held it up and clinked it against her wineglass. “To new acquaintances and powerful alliances.”

      Overjoyed that her plan had worked, Rowan tipped her head in a gesture of camaraderie, then brought the wine to her lips and took a drink, as did Malvern.

      “Goddess, your blood is the most delicious I’ve ever tasted. No wonder they want you so urgently. It’s like drinking pure magic.”

      “No wonder who wants me?” she asked. But she was having trouble forming thoughts. The room was tilting and it felt like her head might pop off her shoulders. She gripped the back of one of the leather chairs, desperate to steady herself, but it wasn’t enough. Head spinning, she collapsed onto the floor, all the air flowing from her lungs in a loud oomph.

      Malvern’s face appeared above her. “Relax, dragon. Don’t fight it. The drug I dissolved in your wine is going to make you take a long nap. When you wake, we’ll speak again.”

      Her vision narrowed as if she were staring down a long tunnel. Then the darkness closed in and she succumbed to unconsciousness.
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      It had been a long night. Aside from Nick grabbing his binoculars out of his car, he hadn’t moved from the branch overlooking Malvern’s estate in hours, and his back and neck were officially killing him. But as the darkness slowly faded toward the silver light of dawn, Nick got what he was waiting for. That slimeball Michael Verinetti exited the mansion alone, entered his car alone, and left the property alone.

      “Fucking bastard.” There was only one thing that had kept him in that tree all night and that was the feeling, down to his bones, that something was not right about this situation. Rowan had promised to come by his apartment that night. If she remained inside, it wasn’t of her own free will. Which told him his deepest fear had been realized. Verinetti had never intended to follow through on his end of the bargain. He’d always meant to feed Nick into the jaws of death. Rowan was just a pretty appetizer.

      He waited until the sun came up, hoping security would be at a minimum as the vampires all fell asleep. No such luck. If anything, there were more human guards. More guns. He cursed again. He’d need a small army and plenty of ammunition to get in there. He’d have to do things the smart way if he was going to get Rowan out.

      A small army. The light bulb came on in Nick’s exhausted brain. He looked at his watch and texted his neighbor to walk Rosco. Then he hopped down from the tree and walked his sore body back to the car.

      A little over an hour later, Nick arrived at Zelda’s Folly, parked around the corner, and waited in front of the security gate. Harriet didn’t strike him as the type of employee who was often late, and he wasn’t disappointed to see Djorji drop her off right on time. Dressed in a mint-green suit with a hat that reminded him of something British royalty would wear and a white leather handbag slung across her forearm, Harriet shuffled down the sidewalk toward him.

      “Mr. Grandstaff, I was wondering if I’d see you here today. The cards said you were coming, but there’s always the element of choice to reckon with.”

      “Did the cards tell you what’s happening to Rowan?”

      Her designer pumps clacked to a halt on the sidewalk. “No. Oh dear, this must be serious. Come inside. We’ll talk while we wait for the others to arrive.”

      “Others? What others?”

      She didn’t answer him but unlocked the security gate and then the glass door. As they entered Zelda’s Folly, Nick noticed the art had changed. The room was now filled with abstract sculptures of bent and twisting humanoid forms.

      “What do you think of our new exhibit, Mr. Grandstaff?” Harriet asked, removing her hat.

      “Uh, the bodies are all distorted. Looks painful. This must be about torture or the Holocaust or something, right?”

      Harriet chuckled. “No. Love.”

      “Oh.” Nick shrugged. “I was close.”

      Laughing under her breath, she led him into the back room and motioned toward a chair. “Please sit and tell me what happened to Rowan.”

      “Yes, we have to hurry— Oww!” Harriet had grabbed his hand and pricked his finger. He watched a bead of his blood drop onto a square of paper. “What the hell?”

      “I need your blood to help Rowan.”

      “Why would my blood tell you anything about Rowan?”

      She smiled at him. “Old Traveller magic. Leave it to me. Now, if you please, tell me your story.”

      His brows knitted together. He told her everything, from the area the compound was in, to the number of guards, the background with Verinetti and his suspicion that the shifter kingpin had sold her up the river to make amends for what happened at Wicked Divine, all because she wouldn’t return his advances.

      Harriet removed a large green banana leaf from her purse and placed it on the desk between them. She placed his blood in the center, then sprinkled it with various powders from her bag.

      “Are you listening to me?” he asked, exasperated.

      She nodded. “Oh yes, Mr. Grandstaff, and I suspect you are right about Verinetti and that Rowan is in mortal danger.”

      He tossed up his hands. “Well, what are we going to do?”

      “What do you think we should do? I doubt very much that you came here believing an old woman like me would be much help. I can give you a few elixirs to aid your efforts, but I’m a horrible shot.”

      “What about her brothers?” he asked, the secret plan he had been turning over in his brain coming to the surface. “She said she had family, specifically a couple of brothers whom she called a two-man army. Do you know how to find them? We’ll need some serious firepower if we’re going to bust her out of that place.”

      Harriet grinned. “Smart, Mr. Grandstaff. And, lucky for you, Rowan’s brothers are on their way here right now.”

      “They are? But I thought she said they lived far away?”

      “Five… four… three… two…”

      The front door opened, and the sound of heavy footsteps reached his ears. A deep voice called, “Hello?”

      Nick got to his feet and exited the office. Two of the largest men he’d ever seen stood inside the door. Professional-athlete big. One was dark and enormous as a linebacker, the other blond, tall, and exceptionally focused. Nick was used to being one of the biggest people in any room. Not today. At the moment, he felt positively petite.

      Harriet shuffled out from behind him and gave a knowing smile. “I was wondering when you two would get here.”

      “Mrs. Fernhall?” the blond asked, looking utterly confused.

      “A white lie. It was Rowan’s wish that you not find her. I am Harriet Everwood, bonded servant to your sister. Hello, Gabriel.” She shook the dark-haired man’s hand, then clasped the blond’s. “Tobias.”

      It was the one called Gabriel who spoke next. “We almost didn’t find her. If we hadn’t tracked down our brother Alexander’s residence in Sedona and put together that the gallery in New York buying all his paintings must be Rowan’s, we’d still be searching for her. When Alexander’s neighbor said he hadn’t been home in several days, we took a chance there was still time to catch up with Rowan here before she moved again.”

      “I’m afraid your inability to track her was my fault. I’ve had a concealment spell protecting her for several months. But I must ask, why the sudden urgency to find her?”

      “She is in great danger. There’s a price on her head. On all our heads. Vampires are hunting dragons by order of their elder council, the Forebears.”

      “Vampires?” Nick said with alarm. “You’re too late. They already have her!”

      A collective growl came from the two men, and Nick took a step back.

      “Who is this, Harriet?” Gabriel gruffly gestured toward Nick. “And why is he suggesting the vampires have my sister?”

      “This is Rowan’s bonded mate,” Harriet said. “And he’s the one who witnessed her abduction.”

      “Bonded mate?” Gabriel’s eyebrows rose toward the ceiling.

      The weight of the two brothers’ stares bore into Nick. “I’m not sure I would describe us as bonded.”

      Harriet pointed toward the office. “It’s in your blood. I can see it as if you were tied to her with a ribbon.”

      Tobias held up his hand. “Not that Rowan’s love life isn’t fascinating, but it sounds like our sister is in trouble. Can one of you fill us in on the details?”

      Nick launched into an explanation of what was happening, trying to convey everything he knew about NAVAK all the way back to what happened at Wicked Divine. When he got to the part about Verinetti, he could hear the venom in his voice. He’d never wanted to kill anyone so much in his entire life. And her brothers’ reactions did not disappoint. The sheer fury rolling off the two men became a palpable thing.

      Tobias glanced at Gabriel and then back at Nick. He pulled out his phone and started typing furiously. “We should go now, while the vampires are asleep.”

      “Agreed,” Gabriel said. “If this place is as secluded as Nick says it is, one of us can shift and burn it to the ground while the other gets Rowan out.”

      Nick cleared his throat. “You can’t burn the place down. There are humans in there. I saw them last night. They call them the herd. They’re all compelled by the vampires and tattooed like chattel.”

      The brothers groaned. “We both go in then,” Tobias said. “Nick, we’ll need you to show us where she is.”

      Nick nodded and started toward the door. “I have a car.”

      But Harriet held up her wrinkled hands. “I’m afraid that would be a disaster,” she said in her high, tight voice. “The spell I performed using Nick’s blood says you should attack at twilight.”

      “But that’s when all the vampires will be waking up!” Nick protested.

      But Gabriel pointed a finger at her. “She’s right. If we attack at twilight, there will be pandemonium. The vampires will be weak. Perhaps they won’t have fed yet. And when it comes to the security contingent, the day shift will be exhausted.”

      Nick couldn’t believe his ears. “We can’t just leave her there all day! Who knows what they’re doing to her!”

      Gabriel’s hand landed on Nick’s shoulder, where he had a moment to appreciate the giant emerald ring the man wore and how it resembled Rowan’s ruby one. He noticed Tobias had one too—a sapphire. It must be a family thing.

      “Your concern is admirable. You must care for her deeply.”

      Nick didn’t say a word. He was so confused about the bonded-mate thing Harriet had mentioned. What did it mean? He didn’t want to saddle Rowan with a commitment she didn’t even know she was making.

      Tobias’s phone chimed and he thumbed the screen. “Sabrina says the vampires will likely want to keep her alive until the Forebears can talk to her. Although there is a price on her head, they won’t want to risk killing her. Not after they taste her blood. And no vampire she knows would pass up a taste.”

      “Who’s Sabrina?” Nick asked.

      “My wife and master of the Chicago vampire coven. I’ve texted her. She’ll send help, but her people sleep during the day and it will take her time to get here.”

      “You’re married to one of them?” Nick rubbed the back of his neck.

      “She’s on our side. We need her. She’s the reason we know we are in danger.”

      Nick closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He’d been awake all night, and exhaustion weighed on his shoulders.

      Harriet raised a finger. “Ah. So the magic was correct. Another reason to wait until twilight. And still another, I have a potion brewing that will help you, but you must come with me to Ember Fields to get it. Djorji will drive us.” She pulled her phone out of her designer handbag and tapped the screen.

      “So, my wife was right. You are a witch,” Gabriel said.

      “Why would you think I was a witch?” Harriet said. “Do you think witches have cornered the market on magic?”

      Nick frowned. “Personally, I’m sick of the ‘guess what I am and what I’m married to’ game. Can you just tell the human what the fuck is going on?”

      Harriet laughed. “I’m a Traveller. What was once called a gypsy here in the old days. My ancient magic is a gift from my ancestors, the earth, and the dragon’s tooth that lives within me.”

      Nick’s jaw dropped. “Dragon’s tooth?”

      Harriet sighed. “Oh dear. I’ll tell you the story on the way. Djorji is here. We have work to do.”
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      Rowan woke in pain, although when she tried to adjust her body, she couldn’t move but a few centimeters. Her wrists and ankles were bound and she was someplace dark, as dark as the inside of the mountain.

      Blinking, she tried to allow her eyes to adjust, but her dragon’s vision refused to cooperate. Without it, she was forced to use her exposed skin to gauge her surroundings. Silky fabric brushed her skin. Beside her was… a body. A high-pitched sound came from deep within her throat. She tried to sit up, and the top of her head hit more satin. Thank the Mountain, whatever was above her lifted with the pressure of her head, allowing in a shaft of dim light. The padded and silk-lined walls of a coffin came into view, and Malvern himself lay beside her, dead for the day.

      Terror chilled her blood, and she tried to work her knees under her to climb out of the box. Why was she so weak? Every time she attempted to call on her inner dragon, her energy waned, as if opening the connection to her magic was also draining it.

      To her relief, a set of hands lifted the lid and helped her out. Her bound feet landed on cold stone, and she looked up into the face of a pale human man whose throat was peppered with puncture wounds and bruises. His dark hair was badly in need of a wash, and his clothing was inadequate for the cold room. She quickly assessed the situation. Stone walls. One metal door in the back of the room that was worthy of a medieval dungeon.

      “Relax. Your bindings are enchanted. If you try to use your powers, they’ll only weaken you until you eventually pass out. And the door is locked. They open it from the outside just before twilight, when the vamps wake up.”

      “You said the bindings are enchanted? Enchanted by whom?”

      “Some witch who works for Malvern. I don’t know her.” He turned and sat down in a chair in the corner of the room where a computer screen glowed. Rowan realized it was the only source of light in the room. “You can sit over there until he wakes up if you want. There’s a bucket on the other side of the room if you need to use the toilet. It’s not as bad as it sounds. There’s a seat.”

      Rowan swallowed and tested her bindings. As promised, her energy diminished as if she’d gone days without sleep. She slid into the chair beside the human. Despite her predicament, she couldn’t help but pity the man who sported the NAVAK tattoo on his wrist.

      “What’s your name?” she asked softly.

      “Barry.”

      “Do you work for the vampires?”

      He blinked rapidly. “I am theirs.” There was no other way to interpret his intonation than that he was their property.

      She folded her bound hands in her lap and tried to look as casual and unassuming as possible. “So, you spend all day down here, guarding the sleeping vampires.”

      He looked at her blankly. “All day, all night. I sleep there.” He pointed to a nest of filthy blankets on a mat in the corner.

      “You sleep there?”

      Barry gave her the slightest tip of his head, then turned back toward his screen. He was playing solitaire, and the glow from the monitor accented the dark circles under his eyes.

      “When was the last time you were allowed out of this room?” she asked softly.

      His hand trembled on his mouse. “I don’t remember.”

      “That’s not right, Barry. Fuck, they should at least let you out to see the sun.”

      He didn’t respond. She wondered if he’d really heard her. Rowan watched him click on a card to turn it over and felt a deep sense of dread. This vampire coven had no respect for human life at all. Why should she believe they’d have any respect for hers? The way Malvern had looked at her when she’d said she was a dragon. It was as if she were a butterfly he wanted to collect and pin to his wall. After several minutes had passed, Rowan tried Barry again.

      “Do you know what Malvern plans to do with me?” She didn’t have high hopes that he would tell her, or that he’d even know, but she had to ask.

      Barry frowned at his keyboard. “I overheard them say that the Forebears want you. I think they’re on their way here.”

      “Who are the Forebears?”

      He didn’t look away from his screen. “Elder council of vampires. They sent a communication a few weeks ago that said any vampire who found a dragon had to deliver it to them, dead or alive.”

      She inhaled swiftly.

      “Don’t worry. I’m pretty sure Malvern is addicted to your blood. I’ve never seen him go to bed with his dinner before.”

      “He fed on me while I was sleeping?”

      Barry snorted. “Like you were filled with chocolate sauce. You heal quickly.”

      “Barry, if you untie me, I can get us out of here. Both of us. You don’t have to live like this anymore.”

      He smiled weakly. “I can’t leave. This is where I belong. This is my purpose.”

      “Untie me. Set me free.”

      He shook his head. “Can’t. Malvern told me not to.”

      “Then bring me something sharp so I can do it myself.”

      Barry closed his eyes tight and rubbed his temples. “I need you to be quiet now. I can’t help you. Malvern will be awake in three hours. You can take it up with him.”

      Rowan leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes. She reached out, trying to follow the magical bond between her and Harriet, the one forged when she’d fed the Traveller her tooth and saved her life. But the more she tried, the more drained she became. Her bindings, it seemed, had stolen even that from her.

      She cursed. “Can you at least untie my ankles? I have to use the bucket.”

      Barry stood and hooked his hand under her arm to help her out of the chair. “No. But I can help you hop.”
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      Ember Fields was somewhere near Inwood based on the direction Djorji was driving. Nick sat in the back of the black sedan between Tobias and Gabriel, feeling awkward and uncomfortable. Not only was the back seat crowded with him sitting shoulder to shoulder with Rowan’s brothers, he was in the unenviable position of them knowing he’d slept with their sister, thanks to Harriet. Either one of them could snap him like a twig. Harriet seemed to be enjoying his discomfort from her roomy seat beside Djorji.

      Relief flooded him when the car stopped and the door opened, a waft of cool air breezing through the sedan’s interior. He hurried across the seat and out of the car. But when Djorji drove away, he found himself staring at a slender alley between a veterinarian’s office and an apartment building. Unless Ember Fields was the name of Harriet’s apartment, this was not the place.

      “Stay close,” Harriet said, “and follow my instructions.”

      She shuffled into the alley and toward a scrawny tree whose feeble and crooked trunk thrust, seemingly by force of will alone, through a section of concrete that cracked and buckled over the roots. The branches drooped, but then how could it get enough sun or water here, squeezed between two buildings?

      Harriet paused before the tree and waited until the three of them were huddled around her. “Good,” she said. “Hands on my shoulders please.”

      They obliged, although there were plenty of shifting eyes and darting glances. She raised her hand and placed it on the tree trunk.

      Once, when he was sixteen, Nick had gone on a date with a girl to Coney Island. He’d saved for weeks to have the money to go. Hadn’t ever been before. She’d chosen a ride that spun him in every direction—he couldn’t remember the name, only that it was horrifying for a first-time amusement park goer. When the ride stopped and they’d walked down the exit ramp, he threw up right between her feet.

      He felt the same now. The alley spun, the force of motion drawing him backward so that he needed to grip Harriet’s shoulder tighter to hold on. His stomach dropped. Thankfully, he wasn’t the only one. Tobias groaned and Gabriel made a noise that sounded like a growl. Seconds ticked by as the surrounding buildings blurred into nothing but shapes and colors. And then the movement slowed. When they finally stopped spinning, Nick couldn’t believe his eyes. Harriet’s hand wasn’t resting on a sapling struggling for the light but on a gigantic oak tree. She removed her hand and wiped her palms against each other.

      “Wasn’t that fun?” Harriet said. “It never gets old.”

      Nick took a deep breath to settle his stomach and looked around. All the buildings were gone. In their place were wagons painted in bright colors with wisps of smoke curling from the chimneys. Brightly dressed people came and went from the doors: men, women, and laughing children. Older children danced around a central fire while one played a guitar and sang for them. Others listened, eating some sort of stew from tin bowls.

      “Come, my vardo is over there. My gift to you will be ready.” Harriet pointed to a particularly large wagon painted red and purple with a green tin roof and a round chimney that spat perfect curls of blue smoke.

      “What is this place?” Gabriel asked. His voice was firm, and Nick got a sense he didn’t trust Harriet at that moment.

      “This place, Ember Fields, was Rowan’s bonding gift to me. The fact that it is here and I am too means she’s still alive. Both this place and my body rely on her latent magic to exist. Our home has been here since 1887, when Mr. J. Hood Wright invited us to settle here to raise money for Manhattan Hospital. And we did. Lots of money. New Yorkers would come to us to have their fortunes told or play games, and we would donate a portion of our earnings to the cause. But in 1904 the first train came through and with it real estate speculation. We would have been forced to move on. That was the year Rowan saved me from tuberculosis, and when it was clear Ember Fields would get swallowed by the growing urban jungle that had spread across Manhattan, Rowan used her magic to create this slice.”

      “Slice?”

      “This place can’t be reached by any means but magic. Her scales protect the four corners and render us invisible and unreachable by anyone without Traveller blood. We come and go as we please, hidden in time. Rowan cut out a piece of the world, just for us.”

      Nick’s chest sank. Rowan was no ordinary woman, and not just because she was a dragon. Sure, she sprouted wings on occasion, but she was also kind and generous to a fault, like no one he’d ever met. Without a doubt, she’d put herself in this position with Malvern to protect him. He had to save her. If he didn’t, he’d never forgive himself.

      Harriet led them through the door at the front of her wagon, what she called a vardo, and Nick was immediately surrounded by the heady medicinal scent of herbs and dried flowers. There was a cauldron simmering on the cooktop of a potbellied stove inside, its silvery contents giving off the same blue smoke as he’d seen coming from the chimney. The scent triggered a memory, Rowan leaning over him, holding a vial to his lips.

      “What is that, Harriet?” Nick asked.

      “Forget-me potion. If you make someone drink this, they will forget what you tell them to forget. You can even replace their memory with another.”

      Gabriel and Tobias filled the tiny space, although Nick could see they’d curled their shoulders forward to try to make themselves smaller in the tiny house.

      “Are you saying that if we give this to the vampires, we can make them forget Rowan?” Gabriel asked.

      “You can make them forget anything.”

      Tobias beamed. “If we can wipe the coven’s minds, Sabrina might still be able to convince the Forebears that we don’t exist.”

      “How much do we give our target?” Gabriel asked.

      “Only a small vial, but the potion isn’t done brewing. You must wait. It will be ready by twilight.”

      “Harriet, did you know Rowan used this potion on me?”

      She clutched her pearls and busied herself with a teapot that was magically whistling at that precise moment. “The interesting thing about that is…” She trailed off, digging in her cupboard. She brought him a steaming cup of tea in a floral teacup with a small plate of biscuits that she set on a narrow table in front of the window. “Here you are, Mr. Grandstaff. You must keep your strength up. Cream and sugar?”

      “Both.” He sat down on the window seat. “So, you were saying.”

      “About what?”

      “Did you know Rowan used your potion on me?”

      She waved her hand dismissively. “Don’t ask an old woman to speculate on the actions of her friend. I don’t know Rowan’s mind. I’m not her keeper. If you have questions for her, you’ll have to ask her yourself.”

      Nick grunted.

      Tobias and Gabriel glanced toward him in confusion.

      “Your sister wiped my brain the first time I met her.”

      “Oh.” Tobias cleared his throat. “I’m sure it was nothing personal.”

      Nick nodded slowly.

      “Mr. Grandstaff,” Harriet said. “Why don’t you lie down? It’s clear you haven’t slept all night, and you won’t be able to help Rowan if you’re exhausted.” She pointed out that the padded bench he was perched on was long enough to stretch out on.

      “I agree,” Gabriel said. “We’re going need your help. Get some rest. Tobias and I will wait outside.” The giant man made his way out the door, the wagon swaying with his every step.

      Harriet again pointed at the bench. “Please.”

      He stretched out, his head landing on a blue satin pillow embroidered with a red dragon. It reminded him of Rowan.

      Help Rowan. Save Rowan. Yes. He needed to do that. Because Nick needed to figure out what this was between them, and goddamn if he was going to let her get killed or stay captured before he got the chance. Frowning, he turned his back on Harriet and shut his eyes. He drifted off to the sound of laughing children.
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      For all the effort she’d put into making conversation with Barry, Rowan had gotten nowhere trying to convince him to release her from her bindings. She’d drifted to sleep a few times in the chair beside him, only to awake and try again to connect. She’d discovered that Barry had grown up in Oklahoma and wanted to be an astronaut before he’d been trafficked at the age of sixteen. The NAVAK coven had used the fact that Barry was gay and his parents were unaccepting of that to target him on social media. He’d thought he was meeting a boy his age who was also gay, and then he was nabbed by NAVAK, tattooed, and compelled to be their slave. He didn’t use those words. Rowan cringed as he made it sound like he was saved by the vampires, but she knew the truth. Poor Barry didn’t even know if his parents were alive or dead. He hadn’t been free in years.

      Her stomach growled.

      “Dinner should be here soon.”

      Silently, she thanked the Mountain they planned to feed her. She needed to keep her strength up if she had any hope of freeing herself. Sure enough, a tray slid through the slot in the door a few minutes later.

      He brought it over to her and removed the foil wrapping. “They sent enough for both of us.”

      Rowan scowled. “Peanut butter sandwiches, chips, and apple juice.”

      He was already burning through his first half sandwich. Rowan wondered how often he got anything but peanut butter. But she was too hungry to turn her nose up at the food. Carefully angling her bound hands, she chose a sandwich and took a bite. Grape jelly. It wasn’t bad.

      She was on her second sandwich when a sound from one of the coffins made her stop everything and drop what was in her hands. “Barry, what time do the vampires wake?”

      He licked a bit of jelly from his thumb. “Soon now. The sun is still up, so they can’t go outside, but they usually wake well before dusk. Malvern likes to eat someone before he starts his day.” He rubbed the marks on his neck like maybe they’d started to itch.

      Another sound from the coffins, a body shifting against satin, reached her ears, and Rowan was on her bound feet and pressed against the wall.

      Barry cleared his throat. “It’s better if you don’t fight it. Everything is easier if you just obey them.”

      “Untie me, Barry. This is our chance. I swear to you I can get us out of this if you just untie me.” She pleaded with him in hushed tones, her eyes filling with tears. “It’s not your fault you’re here. You deserved love. You still deserve love. And if you allow me to get us out of here, you can come stay with me. I’ll get you back on your feet.”

      He stared at her, all emotion draining from his face. The gleam went out of his eyes, emptiness filling in where the light went out. “I don’t want to leave,” he said so quietly she could hardly hear him.

      The lid to Malvern’s coffin opened with a slow squeak, sending Rowan’s heart hammering in her chest. Her eyes darted around the room, but she’d inspected every inch of this place and there was no way out. Malvern’s bright blond head rose from the coffin and he turned to face her. She blinked and he was in front of her, his fingers stretching along her cheek and stroking behind her ear, behind her neck.

      “There you are, my pet.” He pressed himself against her, and she became grateful for her bound wrists now sandwiched between their chests. At least she had that layer of distance between them. “We don’t have much time before the Forebears get here and try to take you away. I found you. I deserve you.” He leaned toward her ear, his breath smelling of blood. “You would be such a prize in my herd. I bet you fuck like a minx.”

      She turned her face away from his in disgust and struggled against him, but with her limbs bound, there was nowhere to go. Malvern’s teeth extended, and she cried out as he bit the side of her throat. He drank deeply, the sounds of his swallowing filling her ears. Weakness overcame her. And then his hands were on her, turning her to face the wall, and the heavy length of him was pressed up against her ass.

      “No. Please, please no.”

      He pulled her hair to the side and licked up the side of her neck, preparing to bite her again. Her breath came in shallow, shaky jerks. She prayed to the goddess of the mountain for help.

      “Let us have a turn,” a voice said from behind her.

      She turned her head just enough to see the other vampires had woken up and were eyeing her like she was breakfast.

      Malvern released an intimidating hiss. “No one touches her but me.”

      Rowan had a moment to see a redheaded vamp sink his teeth into Barry’s thigh before Malvern swept his arm under her legs and caught her. The walls blurred as he raced her from the room and from the hungry gazes of the other vampires. He carried her up two flights of stairs and into a bedroom, this one with an actual human bed.

      After a moment of weightlessness, her arms and face slapped against a black velvet coverlet. He gripped her ankles and flipped her over. Malvern’s terrifying visage hovered over her like a gargoyle, his eyes wild as if her blood had intoxicated him. His gaze raked down her body. She was still dressed in nothing but the red dress, and she felt naked under the thin material, not to mention filthy from her time in that dungeon where the vampires slept.

      “Let me go, Malvern. Whatever you’re thinking, don’t. You’ll be sorry. If you hurt me, I will hurt you. I’ll find a way.”

      “You are in no position to make threats.” He flopped on top of her, the full weight of his body pushing her down into the mattress. “Now, where were we?”
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      Nick dreamed he was floating down a river in a canoe. A very uncomfortable canoe. A bumping, clinking canoe with two men in the canoe ahead of him arguing over where to turn. He came awake in the back of a cargo van to the smell of gun oil and ammunition.

      “Gabriel, I’m telling you that was the turn!” Tobias yelled.

      Nick sat up, rubbing the knot in his back that had formed from lying on the floor of the van. He got his bearings and stuck his head between the two dragon males, eyeing the setting sun and their surroundings.

      “Yep, you passed it,” he said. “You wanted that unmarked lane a half mile back.”

      Tobias scoffed. “I told you. You never listen to me.”

      Gabriel pulled a U-ey and headed back toward the entrance.

      “So, uh, was I unconscious this entire time?” Nick asked, trying to sound casual but feeling every bit inadequate between the two huge men.

      Tobias chuckled. “Harriet drugged you. The old bird gave you some kind of tonic to make you sleep a ‘hero’s sleep.’ She told us to tell you that you may find your natural talents are accentuated tonight, but it will only last until the next time you sleep.”

      Nick narrowed his eyes. “She drugged me. She fucking drugged me. I’ve been poisoned by grandma fashionista!”

      “Grandma fashionista insisted on reading our palms,” Gabriel said. “Felt like I was back in New Orleans.”

      “You didn’t let her, did you?” Nick scratched the back of his head. He was starting to feel weird, hyped up like he’d chugged a thirty-two-ounce espresso.

      “We didn’t want to be rude,” Tobias explained. “Besides, nothing she said made that much sense anyway.”

      Nick shook his head. “Don’t tell me. Rowan told me never to let Harriet read my palm. She said she has a knack for causing self-fulfilling prophecies.”

      “As a doctor, I feel compelled to inform you that palm reading is a bunch of hooey with no basis in science whatsoever,” Tobias said.

      “Says the dragon who probably just carried me out of a magical land that can only be reached through a sapling in an alley.”

      Tobias shrugged. “I was trying to be nice.”

      Gabriel grunted. “Excuse my brother. He’s the compassionate one. It comes from his years of acting as a healer for humans in Chicago. I am not as nice. I will hand your ass to you on a platter if you don’t pull it together and help us get our sister back, no matter what our palms say.”

      Nick nodded slowly, feeling every syllable of what Gabriel had said in his “oh shit!” sensor. Gabriel had turned down the unmarked road, and Nick motioned for him to slow down and pull off between the trees. They rolled to a stop, and he led them to the tree that overlooked the wall. The sun had started to set, but the level of security hadn’t lessened in the least. If anything, there were more humans patrolling the property. The place was absolutely buzzing with security uniforms.

      “So what’s the plan?” Nick asked. “Where did you get all the firepower anyway?”

      Gabriel shot him a dark look. “It’s better if you don’t know.”

      “Okay. As a proud member of the NYPD, that makes me really uncomfortable.”

      “You could be dead soon. Then you won’t be uncomfortable.” Gabriel handed him a bulletproof vest. The thing was loaded with magazines. More ammo than he’d seen in his lifetime.

      Tobias raised a hand. “Hey now, we are not getting our sister’s mate killed before we even have a chance to razz her about how she mated a human.”

      “About this mate thing…” Nick wanted to ask exactly what it meant. What had he signed up for? Clearly he had signed up. People didn’t rush forth into a heavily armed fortress knowing they could die for someone they weren’t completely sure about. But when he began to ask the question, the looks on her brothers’ faces gave him pause. Gabriel especially would doubtless be enraged by any indication that Nick hadn’t completely mated his sister. “I… I want to be the one to kill Malvern.”

      The brothers’ smiles were dual images of each other, the way only siblings can be. But then Tobias’s expression morphed into an expression that made Nick instantly uncomfortable. He hated pity.

      “Did she feed you her tooth?” he asked.

      Gabriel raised an eyebrow in Tobias’s direction. “Personal much?”

      “I’m just trying to assess the potential risks—”

      “No,” Nick said, trying not to appear appalled at the thought. “She did not give me one of her teeth.”

      “Feed you—” Gabriel shook his head. “Never mind. You’re vulnerable. As much as your instincts make you want to be the one to kill Malvern, I can’t promise you anything. Our first priority is to get you and her out of there alive. We are immortal. You are not. I will attempt to allow you to kill Malvern to appease the bond, but I won’t let you die to do it.”

      Nick buckled his bulletproof vest. He preferred not to die. “Sounds fair to me.”

      “I’m no good at hand-to-hand, Gabriel. You’re going to have to take him in.” Tobias started stripping off his shirt and pants.

      “What’s happening right now?” Nick asked as Rowan’s brother stripped to his boxers.

      Gabriel grabbed Nick’s arm and dragged him back toward the van. “Rowan must have told you what we are.”

      “Of course she did. I just—”

      The sound of cracking bones and bursting organs filled his ears, a snap like an overstretched rubber band, and then the clink of metal on metal. Nick whirled to find a brilliant white dragon with piercing blue eyes staring at him from between the trees. The faintest hint of blue radiated between the scales of its chest. The dragon that once was Tobias stretched its wings. Nick tripped while backing the hell up and fell on his ass.

      “Holy fuck. What the— Huge. Fucking huge!”

      “I take it you’ve never seen Rowan like this,” Gabriel said.

      Nick shook his head vigorously.

      “By the Mountain,” Gabriel said, appalled. “How well do you two know each other?”

      “Well,” he stuttered. “Real well. I’ve seen her wings, just not…” He gestured in the general direction of the fire-breathing semitruck between the trees.

      Gabriel reached into the van and thrust a CA-415 into his hands. “You know how to use one of these?”

      “Stay on the trigger end?”

      “Good enough.”

      “I thought bullets couldn’t kill vampires.”

      “These are silver. Aim for the head. Plus you’ll have these.” Gabriel strapped a couple of wooden stakes to his thighs and slung a crossbow and quiver of wooden arrows to his back.

      All together it was heavy as hell, but Nick sucked it up. There was a reason he worked out. You never knew when you’d need a few pounds of muscle.

      Once Gabriel was similarly armed to the teeth, Nick started for the tree, wondering how he was going to climb up its trunk to drop himself over the wall when his every limb was weighted down with weapons and ammo. He paused when a hollow, sonorous flap like unfurling canvas met his ears. He whirled to find Gabriel’s green wings glinting black as they shifted in the light. Monstrous wings, the hooked barbs at the arches more pronounced than Rowan’s, whose now seemed positively feminine by comparison.

      “Hold tight,” Gabriel said.

      “What?”

      There was a rush, and then all the air left Nick’s lungs as he was carried straight up, through the leaves and branches of the woods, and over the massive wall. Although Gabriel set him down softly on the other side, it was a long moment until he could catch his breath. He’d never been much for heights, and that ride was like the most intense roller coaster he’d ever been on.

      “You okay?” Gabriel squeezed Nick’s shoulder, and he forced himself to swallow down the rising urge to be sick.

      “Yeah, of course.”

      The guards in front of the building had already spotted them. A dog began to bark, and men yelled at them in three different languages.

      “Tobias,” Gabriel yelled. “It’s time to clear the way, brother!”

      Nick looked toward the sky as branches snapped and a rush of wind blew into him from above. He staggered backward. The airplane-sized white dragon that was Tobias swooped over his head, roaring loud enough that the sound vibrated in his bones. As Tobias rushed toward NAVAK’s security contingent, the dragon’s chest expanded, glowing bright sapphire blue behind the white scales. The guards fired. Rat-tat-tat. But the bullets bounced harmlessly off Tobias’s scales. A rushing roar like the working of massive bellows filled the air. The dragon’s mouth opened, and its giant teeth flashed in warning. Then a blast of fire left the creature’s throat and cut through the twilight, warming Nick’s face despite him being a half mile back from the target.

      The security guards erupted in screams. Those caught in direct fire were incinerated instantly. Others on the fringes just burned, throwing themselves on the ground to try to extinguish the flames. Those lucky enough to be missed dropped their guns and ran for cover. The few who kept their shit together fired uselessly at Tobias. The dragon flapped his wings, rose and circled beneath the moon, and dive-bombed the fleeing guards, its mighty chest expanding again before raining fire across the front of the building. What resulted was a runway of sorts, a cleared path outlined by two burning strips of fire.

      “Don’t hurt the dog!” Nick yelled, eyeing a German shepherd that looked a hell of a lot like Rosco running from the blaze.

      Gabriel raised an eyebrow in his direction.

      “What?” Nick flipped a rude hand gesture. “The dog isn’t to blame. He’s an innocent animal.”

      “I assure you, my brother will avoid harming any innocent animals.” He raised two fingers and motioned toward the building. “Now, get in there and help me find my sister.”
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      Darkness closed in on Rowan, and she gasped for breath under Malvern’s weight. Although her bound wrists were crushed between their bodies, he was still too close, the bite too intimate. The vampire’s mouth was sealed around the wound on her neck and he’d been rhythmically swallowing for what seemed like forever but was probably only a matter of minutes. She felt like an antelope caught in a lion’s jaws, pinned under the beast with its teeth buried in her flesh, the animal stink of him sinking into her skin.

      She wanted to fight him. Desperately, she wanted to. But Rowan’s strength had flowed out of her along with her blood. She was immortal, but the enchanted bindings at her wrists and ankles were restraining her magic and keeping her body from recovering. Her skin turned hot, then icy cold from blood loss. Did he plan to drain her completely? It was likely.

      “Malvern, you must stop. You’re killing me,” she rasped.

      At last his fangs slid out of her flesh, and she felt his tongue lap grotesquely over the wound.

      “You…” His face came into view above her, his ghostly pale features and small, cutting eyes turning her stomach. This close, he looked dead and reeked of old blood. Even with the blush her blood had provided him, he was nothing more than a corpse. He licked his lips and closed his eyes. “Your blood is such a rush.”

      “You’ve taken too much,” she croaked, her tongue dry as sandpaper. “Release my bindings so that I can heal or there will be no more blood for you to drink.”

      He frowned and shifted his weight so that he was lying beside her on the bed, his cold, hard body stretched out against her. He ran his long nails down the outside of her arm and hooked his finger in the binding around her wrists. “You want me to remove these?”

      “Yes.” She sent him a pleading look. She was so weak. Even if he did release her, she wasn’t sure she could shift or fight him off in her current state. Not immediately. She shivered as his icy-cold fingers traveled over her hip and down the outside of her leg.

      “You are an exceptional specimen. I never knew dragons existed. We all thought you were a myth.” His words were slightly slurred and his lids heavy, almost as if her blood had made him drunk.

      She shivered with disgust as his nails continued to trace over her skin. “Please. I’m not well.” Her voice was barely a whisper, but it was the only weapon she had left. She had to appeal to logic. She must convince him she was worth more alive. “If you release me, I can recover and my blood will last longer.”

      His hands trailed lower, over the silk charmeuse fabric of her dress, her hip, her thigh. She hated that Malvern was touching her. Oddly, it made her think of Nick, how she was his and how only his hands should be allowed on her skin. She hated Malvern and wished she was herself so she could fry him in the fire of her own breath. But she was helpless.

      His nails scraped along her calves and then his fingers went to work between her ankles. Once Malvern had succeeded in untying the bindings around her legs, Rowan couldn’t help but release a sigh of relief. She stretched her legs and flexed her ankles. The skin was sore, but it would heal.

      “Now my wrists. I’ll heal. I’ll be worth more to you well.” She tried to sound sincere and held her wrists out to Malvern.

      A wicked smile spread his lips, and he slowly shook his head. “Worth. What are you worth? What could the Forebears ever give me that would adequately compensate me for this?” His eyes raked over her, and he dragged a thumb along the corner of his mouth. “I want you to myself and for myself. And if they will force you from me, I will have you first. I will have you until no one else can. I will be the last to have you.”

      She shook her head. “No. No, Malvern.”

      But he had already used the rope he’d pulled from her ankles to thread through the bindings at her wrists and the wrought iron headboard. He forced her hands above her head, leaving her exposed. What little comfort she’d had from the protection of her bindings was now gone.

      “You’re beautifully pale,” he said, grabbing her bottom jaw. “Pale as a vampire. Can you be turned, I wonder? You’d make a lovely vampire.”

      She stiffened and turned her head away as he leaned down as if to kiss her. He hissed at the side of her jaw, his body coming to rest on top of her again, his knee forcing its way between her own.

      “No. The Forebears cannot have you. I will keep you. I will break you.”

      He squeezed her jaw and forced her to look at him, just as the house shook and the sound of gunfire tore through the dimly lit room.
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      The gun kicked in Nick’s hands as he sprayed the vampires in front of the mansion with bullets. Thanks to the runway bordered with fire Tobias had laid for them, Nick had made it to the front porch rather easily, Gabriel at his side. But a second wave of security guards had stormed them from both sides. Unlike the coven’s human security contingent, these were vampires and more committed.

      While Gabriel John Wick-ed his way through the attackers in front of him, a pistol in each hand, his taloned wings working overtime to shred vampires, Nick backed toward the door, shooting anything that snuck by the dragon’s killing blows. Rowan hadn’t exaggerated; Gabriel was a killing machine. He’d clearly been trained for this.

      As for Nick, in all his years in law enforcement, he’d never been in a situation quite like this one. Yes, he’d been shot at, but not like this. This was war. Thank God whatever Harriet had given him was filling in where his skills and abilities fell short. He’d become an excellent shot and was dodging bullets with Matrix-like maneuvers he could have never pulled off yesterday. Pop, pop, pop. Vampire heads exploded like watermelons under a sledgehammer. A vampire to his left pulled a gun, and Nick finished him in a heartbeat.

      Tobias roared and scorched the earth in front of Gabriel, cutting off the vampires who raced in from God knew where to join their brethren. Nick reached the front door and threw it open. A flash of fang dropped from the general direction of the chandelier. He wedged his gun under the creature’s jaw and sent its brains into the stratosphere. Two more attacked from the left while one charged straight at him. He put a bullet through the first one’s head, kicked the second one in the teeth, and impaled the third one with a wooden stake he drew from the holster on his leg. Number two sat up, a dark-haired male roughly the size of a bear, and Nick got a horrific view of the dining room through a two-inch hole in its abdomen. He aimed for the head, pulled the trigger. Click. Nothing happened.

      Ejecting the magazine, he reached for another in his vest, only to be plowed over by the charging vampire. The crossbow dug into his back through the vest and his gun slipped from his hand and skidded across the marble floor. The vamp tore the new mag from his grip and hurled it through the window, into the mounting flames. Fangs landed in his shoulder. Nick kneed the vampire in the groin, hard enough to loosen its grip on him. It was enough to free his right hand. He reached down the side of his leg, his fingertips fumbling to grip a wooden stake. Got it! Rolling the vampire, he thrust the stake through its heart. Blood sprayed across Nick’s chest and then the light faded from its eyes.

      Nick scrambled to his feet and drew the crossbow, loading it with a wooden arrow from the quiver. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Gabriel eviscerate another vamp outside the door before rushing in behind him.

      “Watch out!” Gabriel yelled.

      Nick saw nothing but a set of blurred shapes. Six more vampires charged at them from the left. His feet left the floor as Gabriel spun him around and lifted him into the air. He easily assessed the situation, pulled the trigger and reloaded, again and again. The arrows pierced eye, head, and heart. All six fell. Thank you, Harriet. Nick was good, but he wasn’t this good, especially not with a crossbow.

      “Drop me,” he said to Gabriel, and the dragon obeyed. Landing on his feet, he loaded his last arrow and looked right, then left. Another stream of dragon fire blazed beyond the open door. No more were coming in from that direction.

      “Do you have any ammo left?” Nick asked.

      “No. A few stakes and a dagger,” Gabriel said.

      “Me either. Last arrow. One stake.”

      “Which way is Rowan?” Gabriel asked him. They were back to back in the foyer, scanning every open doorway.

      “How should I know?” Nick said. “She could be anywhere.”

      Gabriel scoffed. “Why do you think we brought you here, Nick? I thought you shared a connection with my sister?”

      “I do. I… feel for Rowan… Strongly. I care for her.”

      Gabriel growled and turned to him, folding his wings away. He pressed a finger into Nick’s chest. “Then reach out with your instincts. These vampires stole your mate. Are you going to let them have her? Where is she, Nick? Find her.”

      There was that word again. Mate. What did it mean? Then again, what did it matter? Rowan was his. His. He should have told her so that night they’d made love. He should have thrown her over his shoulder when she’d tried to leave the Dakota, carried her back into her bedroom, and shown her why she couldn’t go anywhere with Verinetti that night or ever again. The thought of anyone else touching Rowan made him furious. Heat flooded his face, his chest. Every cell in his body clenched for action. He had to find her. He had to find her now.

      Nick’s adrenaline soared and something clicked. Whether it was Harriet’s tonic or his connection to Rowan, he thought he heard the faintest sound, a buzz or a hum, coming from upstairs. A deep grunt worked its way out of his throat, and he took the stairs two at a time. He glanced back.

      “I’ll cover you,” Gabriel said, backing up the stairs behind him.

      Nick raised the crossbow and crept down the hall in the direction of the sound. The floor creaked under his weight, and he tried his best to roll his steps and listen for Rowan. His breath came too quickly. He pursed his lips to try to slow it down. He had to keep his head. Focus. His eyes landed on the last door. She was in there. Somehow he knew.

      “No,” he heard her whimper, and it was all the confirmation he needed.

      He tried to open the door. Locked. Backing up, he threw a kick. Then another. Then put all his weight behind it. The door splintered from its lock and swung open on its hinges. Nick charged in, then came up short at what he saw. Rowan was tied to the bed, her skin pale as snow, her eyes rolled back in her head. He couldn’t tell if she was breathing. God, he hoped she was breathing. Her dress had been pushed up her hips, and a pair of fang marks bled from her thigh.

      “Oh God, Rowan!” Tears filled his eyes as he rushed to her.

      He never reached her. A brutal force swept him off his feet and slammed him to the floor. Nick’s head cracked against wood. The crossbow flew across the room and a big, Russian-looking vampire held him down and stared at him through small beady eyes.

      The creature laughed wickedly. “It’s you! I remember you.”

      For a moment Nick thought he’d descended into his worst nightmare. The hair was different, but the face hadn’t changed. He knew this man. Well, he’d thought he was a man the day he’d thrown him from the parking garage. Clearly he’d been wrong. For twenty years, he’d lived with the guilt of believing he’d killed someone. Now all the events of his past rearranged themselves. No wonder the man had seemed so invincible, so larger than life.

      You couldn’t kill what was already dead.

      “Trojan…,” Nick rasped.

      “Malvern. You should know my true name before I end you.” He dug his nails into Nick’s biceps and ran his tongue along his fangs. “I bet you taste sweet, just like your mother.”

      “My mother?” Nick struggled in Malvern’s grip, but he was overpowered.

      “She was my whore for years. I lost control one night and drained her dry. Poor little orphan. Did you think she’d abandoned you?”

      “You fucking bastard.”

      “Seems like that label belongs to you. None of us believed Stan was your father. Though who it was is anyone’s guess.”

      Nick thrust his legs and shoulders off the floor, but Malvern’s hold was superhuman. He slammed Nick back into the rug.

      “Before we struck our deal with Verinetti for Manhattan, we relied on those like Stan to work for us. True human scum.”

      Nick’s blood pounded in his ears. Trojan was Malvern. It felt like the universe was shaking him, rattling his teeth.

      “Did you kill Stan too?” he spat out.

      “After you threw me over the rail of that parking garage, we found him and our money. He died soon after.”

      Nick closed his eyes and forced himself to calm down. He couldn’t overpower Malvern. He’d have to outthink him. Gabriel was coming. He’d have a distraction soon. He just had to keep Malvern from killing him until then.

      “I don’t suppose you’d let bygones be bygones? Let me vamoose with my woman?”

      Malvern’s fangs dropped and his next words came out on a hiss. “She is mine.”

      A prickle of hate-filled jealousy climbed his spine. Nick wanted Malvern dead, wanted to see him bleed. Despite his best efforts at remaining calm, he answered Malvern through his teeth. “No. Rowan is mine.”

      “Then I take her from you!”

      In a flash of pale flesh, Malvern struck, his fangs piercing Nick’s neck where it met his shoulder. He cursed as pain tore through him, like being stabbed with a pair of knitting needles. He struggled against Malvern’s hold and managed to wrap his legs around the vampire’s hips and squeeze. Was it possible to crush a vampire’s bones? He sure as hell was going to try.

      His head spun as he felt warm blood trickle down his neck beneath the heat of the vampire’s mouth. The worst part was the swallowing, the violation of having his blood forcibly taken and used as energy to take more. As angry and terrified as he was, Nick made himself relax under the vampire’s bite. It was the opposite of his instincts but was his only chance of causing Malvern to drop his guard.

      It worked. Malvern must have thought the blood loss had weakened Nick, because he loosened his grip and shifted to get a better angle at his neck. Nick used the opportunity to work one arm free, reach over the back of the vampire’s head, and gouge his eyes with his clawed fingers.

      Malvern gave a strangled moan and dissolved into a dark mist, filtering through Nick’s grip. Nick stumbled to his feet and staggered back, drawing the last stake from its sheath on his thigh and pointing it toward the gathering fog.

      The dark mist coalesced quickly into the pale shape of the vampire, and one fist shot out toward Nick’s head. Nick shuffled right, and the vampire’s punch landed in the wall. With speed and dexterity he could only ascribe to Harriet’s potion, Nick dodged and stabbed the vampire’s side, keeping his grip on the stake as he pulled away.

      Malvern staggered back a step, looked down with annoyance at the wound in his gut that was already stitching itself up, and gave him a pitying look. “Oh dear boy, you don’t even know how to use that, do you?”

      Nick raised the bloody stake between them. “Try me.”

      An evil little smirk curled Malvern’s lip. “You know, I’ve already had her,” he said. “All of her. And she was glorious.”

      Fury burned through Nick’s veins and he tightened his grip on the stake. He wanted to shred the vampire, tear him limb from limb, attack with abandon, bite, claw, and kick. To take out every bit of anger he was feeling on Malvern like his own personal vampire punching bag. But he didn’t. Malvern would expect resistance. He must feign the opposite and wait for him to make a mistake.

      Criminals, if observed carefully, always tipped their hand when given enough time and space. It came down to narcissism. Most diabolical minds wanted to be known, they wanted others to be an audience to their dark brilliance. Without even realizing it, Malvern had told Nick his currency. It was Rowan. Her blood. Dragon blood. He forced his mind to steady. Slowed his breathing. Nick backed up against the edge of the bed, putting himself between Rowan and Malvern. He raised the stake.

      Malvern swaggered toward him, toying with him. “Put it down. You’re human. No match for a vampire.”

      “I threw you off the top of a building once. I can do it again.” He bent his knees and prepared to fight.

      A smile spread his lips. Gabriel had appeared in the doorway.

      “You think Rowan tastes good,” he said to Malvern, allowing his eyes to dart over the vampire’s shoulder. “Wait until you taste her brother.”

      Gabriel charged, but Malvern was faster. Nick’s feet left the floor and his back slapped against the wall across the room with a resounding crack. He crumpled to the floor. For a moment all he could do was shake his head and try to gather his bearings. It took a second for him to process that Malvern had thrown him across the room before sinking his teeth into Gabriel, most likely believing that was the end of Nick.

      His body did hurt and his vision blurred as he got to his feet, but Nick had known pain before. He’d been beaten more times than he could count growing up and had still found the strength to keep going. And all those times as a kid when he was bloodied and hungry, he never had someone like Rowan to fight for. She was far more motivation than he’d ever had before to live, to survive.

      His hand closed around the dropped stake as air came back into his lungs in tiny sips. Everything he felt for Rowan channeled into his torso, his shoulder, his arm. He took one step, then two. Then he buried the stake in Malvern’s back, up, under the ribs and straight into his cold black heart.

      Gabriel pushed the vampire off him with a look of disgust. The coven master’s body flopped to the floor and instantly stiffened to the state of a long-dead corpse. Nick spit on his cold gray body.

      “For the record, I did not enjoy that,” Gabriel said. “But I promised you a shot at taking him down.”

      “Thank you,” Nick said, hobbling over to Rowan. He wished he had a knife to cut the ropes, but he made short work of the knot anyway. He tossed the bindings aside and pulled her into his arms. She was limp as a rag doll and much too pale. He held his ear to her lips and felt the slightest breath hit his skin. Tapping her cheek, he hugged her to him. “Rowan. Rowan, honey, wake up.” He turned desperate eyes toward Gabriel when she didn’t stir. “What’s wrong with her? Why isn’t she recovering? She told me she was immortal.”

      “She is very close to death,” Gabriel said. “She needs her treasure room to properly heal.”

      “Treasure room? Where the hell is her treasure room?” Nick repositioned her in his arms.

      Gabriel shrugged. “I haven’t seen her in years. Your guess is as good as mine, but it would be somewhere hidden. Somewhere safe.”

      “Harriet. Let’s get her back to the car and pay a visit to the Traveller.”

      Gabriel reached out to help him with Rowan, but Nick shook his head. No matter how much he hurt, he would not relinquish her. Not ever again. He’d come for her, and he was carrying her out of here.

      “All right then,” Gabriel said. “Let’s find Tobias and get her home.”
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      Tobias landed on top of the stone mansion and roared down over the burning lawn. Under the full moon, his dragon eyes scanned the grounds. Bodies lay burned and motionless in his wake. Vampires mostly. He’d attempted to avoid the humans and the dog. They weren’t the enemy here and were likely compelled to do the vampires’ will. Luckily most had fled at the first sight of him. Now there was nothing moving in the circular drive or the rolling yard of the estate. Just the flicker of fire and a soft breeze blowing out of the east and across his scales.

      But then the front door opened and Gabriel exited the house. Nick was behind him with Rowan in his arms. Tobias whimpered. His sister was damaged, pale white and limp. He spread his wings, ready to swoop down and fly them to safety, when the distant sound of car engines coming up the drive gave him pause.

      Quickly, he made himself invisible and transformed back into his human form. If it was who he expected, he couldn’t be seen. The gate opened and a line of three dark SUVs drove toward the mansion, coming to a stop in the front circle. The doors opened. He recognized Aldrich right away. The elder vampire had been at Sabrina’s coronation and had been responsible for telling the vampire council about him and his dragon siblings. These were the Forebears, called in by Malvern to get Rowan. Just as he’d thought.

      One of the vampires was dressed in a suit that looked like it came straight out of the nineteenth century. He was exceptionally tall and approached Gabriel with an air of entitlement. Clearly this was the leader, Turgun. Tobias remembered Sabrina talking about the ancient vamp, the eldest of their kind.

      The master vampire brushed invisible lint off his sleeve and stopped at the bottom of the stairs leading to the front door. “We’ve come for the dragon,” he said, his voice commanding.

      Nick placed a kiss against Rowan’s temple. “There’s no such thing as dragons.”

      “Who are you? Where is Malvern?” Turgun demanded.

      Nick descended the stairs, and Tobias had to give him props. The guy was either incredibly brave or incredibly stupid. “I don’t know who Malvern is, but my friend is sick and I need to get her home. Now if you’ll excuse me.” He started walking toward the gate, passing between the elder vampires.

      Tobias knew the moment Turgun smelled Rowan’s blood. How could he have missed it? It stained her chest and her dress, and as a doctor, Tobias knew all too well that shit couldn’t be mistaken for human. The vampire’s nostrils flared, and he held up a hand. The others in his group turned as one to stare at Nick, who was walking as fast as a human who was carrying a dragon could walk.

      “Stop, human!” Turgun yelled.

      Nick did not stop.

      The vampires closed in. With their superspeed, it was almost as if Nick was standing still.

      “Leave him alone. He’s not what you’re after.” Gabriel popped his wings and flew over their heads, landing protectively between Nick and the vampires.

      The vampires hissed.

      Tobias looked up at the moon. “Well, universe, it’s been nice knowing you.” He spread his wings and prepared to do what he had to do.

      Before he had a chance to soar down and help his brother defend his sister and her mate, another group of SUVs peeled into the compound. Five of them. He paused at the edge of the roof as the first one stopped and a familiar face exited the vehicle.

      “Sabrina!” Tobias caught the eye of his vampire bride, whose look told him he should stay exactly where he was.

      A moment later, the Forebears were surrounded by the Chicago coven’s human security contingent, their guns trained on the elder vampires.

      “These bullets are soaked in Keetridge Solution,” Sabrina said. “Please don’t move. I’d hate for any of you to be damaged beyond repair.”

      “What is the meaning of this?” Turgun snapped, his fangs extending. “You’re beyond your coven boundaries, Sabrina Bishop. You’d better have a good reason for this disruption.”

      Sabrina pulled a snow globe from her bag. Tobias focused in and realized it was of Chicago, the kind you could get at any souvenir stand in his home city. “I do have a good reason,” she said, “and all you have to do is look at this to understand it.”

      The Forebears moved in, staring at the snow-filled orb. Tobias noticed Sabrina never looked directly at the snow globe. Turgun, Aldrich, and the rest of the vampire council did, however, and each froze in place as soon as they saw it. Sabrina lowered it to the ground between the Forebears, who huddled around the trinket and stared at it, unblinking.

      He lifted off the roof and flew down to his mate, pulling her into his arms and kissing her on the mouth.

      “Easy, cowboy.” Sabrina drew back and winked at him. “I thought you could use some assistance, compliments of Madam Chloe. It won’t last. I recommend you make use of that forget-me potion you told me Harriet gave you.”

      As soon as Tobias had found out about Rowan’s capture, he’d texted Sabrina and told her everything. He hadn’t expected her to make it to New York as quickly as she had, or with magical reinforcements from the coven witch, but it was like Sabrina to surprise him with her resourcefulness.

      “I came as fast as I could. We traveled all day. That’s why I only brought humans and a little magic.”

      “What about the Keetridge Solution? I thought the last of your stores were depleted.”

      “A lie. Plain bullets. Sue me.”

      Gabriel joined them, pulling vials of forget-me potion from his vest. “Sabrina, your timing is impeccable, as always.”

      His wife crossed one foot behind the other and curtsied low. “I live to serve.” She took the vials from Gabriel’s hands. “Now, not to be rude, but if I’m going to wipe the memories of the Forebears and replace them with a story about an explosion that killed most of the New Amsterdam Vampire Kingdom, I’ve got to get to work. And it would be helpful if there weren’t dragons in the immediate vicinity while I did it.”

      Tobias kissed her one more time, then watched her hurry to administer the tonic to the temporarily catatonic vampires. Everyone stopped as the front door to the mansion opened and a crowd of humans stumbled out into the night.

      Nick cleared his throat. “It’s the human herd. The compulsion is over now that the vampires are dead. Any way we can use some of these SUVs to get them to safety?”

      Exchanging glances with Sabrina, Tobias gave him a nod. “My wife will take care of them.”

      Nick seemed satisfied with that, or maybe he was too tired to object and simply choosing his battles. He stubbornly carried Rowan toward the gate. Tobias was treated to a peek at a serious bruise that was spreading along the back of Nick’s neck. The human was injured. He glanced at Gabriel, who looked equally concerned.

      “I can carry her for you,” Tobias offered.

      A growl ripped from Nick’s throat. “I got her.” The look he shot him was deadly. “No offense. I get you’re her brother and everything, but no one is taking Rowan out of my arms until she’s well enough to tell me she wants to go.”

      With mad respect for the man, Tobias gave him an understanding nod, then raced off to retrieve the van.
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      The world held a hazy quality, dark around the edges, but it smelled of spices and sandalwood. It smelled of Nick. That’s how Rowan knew she was safe. Mouth too dry to speak, all she had the energy to do was turn her face into his chest. His shirt was splattered with blood, but she didn’t care. He was her only strength, her only comfort.

      “Easy,” he whispered. “Hang in there. We’re going to get you help. Try some water, baby.”

      He sat her up against his chest, held her head, and tipped an aluminum bottle to her lips. She gulped too quickly and began to choke, sputtering up as much as she managed to swallow.

      He stroked her hair. “Slowly.” Lips pressed against her temple, he tipped the water again.

      This time she was able to swallow, and the relief was heavenly. Exhausted from the effort, she slumped against him, turning her face to his chest again.

      “I know you’re tired, Rowan, but there’s something I have to tell you.”

      She didn’t say anything. She couldn’t. Her eyes drooped and she leaned heavily against him. All she could give him was a sigh.

      “I’ve been thinking,” Nick said, hugging her to him, “that this thing between us, maybe it’s bigger than the sum of its parts. Maybe there’s something to this idea that people are soul mates. This… bond between us seems like a thing we shouldn’t take for granted.”

      With what was left of her strength, she hooked her fingers in his shirt and tugged. He seemed to understand. Bending his neck, he pressed a soft kiss to her lips. She slipped into unconsciousness once more.

      The next time she opened her eyes, she recognized the interior of the art gallery and heard Harriet’s voice as she led Nick to the stairwell and then down to the vault. Rowan’s heart beat faster. If she were strong enough to speak, she’d insist on going down alone. No man had ever entered her treasure room or seen her shift into her true dragon form. What would Nick think? Would he judge her for the hoard of jewels she kept? Would watching her shift scare him away? And worst of all, would seeing the jewels trigger the anger he’d felt the other night when he’d learned about the memory she’d suppressed of their first meeting, when she’d stolen the Raindrop of Heaven right from under his watch?

      But she couldn’t speak. Staying awake was enough of a struggle. Everything hurt. Malvern had drained her of so much blood, her veins seemed to rub together like sandpaper. Her internal organs ground out their activities of living without the essence of life as lubrication. If she were human, she’d have died long ago. Only dragon magic kept her alive now. And Nick. The unfinished business between them gave her something to hope for, something to live for.

      Harriet’s fingers danced across the keypad, and the vault door opened with the whoosh of its hermetic seal giving way. “Take her inside and set her on the pile.”

      “Fuck me,” Nick said. “Is this all real?”

      Harriet made a throaty sound. “It wouldn’t be much of a treasure room if it housed cubic zirconia and pearls made of paste, now would it?”

      “But… But… Where the hell did all this come from?” Nick’s arms held her tighter. If he’d just set her down, the treasure’s healing properties would start to work.

      “She’s a princess and a dragon, Mr. Grandstaff. I’m sure you can imagine the possibilities. Now, if you’d place her there.”

      Finally he lowered her to the pile in the gentlest way; it made her heart warm to experience the care. He brushed her hair back from her face. “What now?”

      “Leave her,” Harriet said. “She needs time to heal.”

      “I’m not going to leave her alone in this… bank vault. What if she needs help? What if this”—he motioned toward the treasure—“doesn’t work right?”

      Rowan met Harriet’s gaze, and the old woman seemed to understand what Rowan couldn’t say. This needed to happen. Nick could never be hers completely until he knew the entire truth of what she was.

      “Very well. Help me undress her.” Harriet pulled the dress over her head and placated Nick’s concerns about leaving her naked on a pile of jewels and metalwork. “I’ll bring you food and drink. There’s a bathroom right outside the vault door. If you think you’ll be ill, use it.”

      “Why would I be ill?” Nick asked.

      Rowan concentrated and started to shift, her bones stretching, her organs reordering themselves. Her skin changed, becoming thicker, covering with scales. The process was slower than normal, more deliberate what with her weakness and fatigue. But when she was done, she stretched her wings, yawned, and felt the dragon begin to heal.

      “Holy fucking shit balls. I will never get used to that,” Nick rattled off, then looked up at her with wide, terrified eyes. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded and lowered her head when he reached for her. He stroked along her face and neck. Thank the Mountain, he didn’t run away.

      “You’re beautiful,” he said softly near her ear. “Red. I love red.”

      The purr she released almost hurt, she was so tired.

      “Go on. Get some rest. I’ll be here when you wake up.”

      She turned, careful not to sweep him into the wall with her tail, and dove beneath her treasure. Curled in on herself, she fell into a deep healing sleep, one so far gone she didn’t even dream.
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      Of all the surprises life had ever thrown his way, this stole the cake. Nick sat cross-legged, back against the wall, staring at a heap of treasure that now contained his girlfriend. His dragon girlfriend. Not just wings. Not just a barbed tail. She was the dragon and the dragon was her, and somehow, someway, he was okay with that.

      In fact, he loved her.

      Nick had never believed he could love anyone. No, that wasn’t exactly true. He knew he had the capacity to love, just wasn’t sure if anyone would or could ever love him. The loss of a mother was always traumatic to children. Nick understood that. But Nick’s loss had many edges. His abandonment had come at a time he was most vulnerable and had left no one to protect him from Stan.

      Now he understood his mother had never meant to leave him. She’d been wrapped up in darkness and she couldn’t get herself out.

      Fuck, he hurt. His entire body felt like a fresh bruise, and he was pretty sure the bite mark on his neck was deeper than the last. He lowered himself to the floor and closed his eyes. He wasn’t sure how long he slept, but when he opened his eyes again, she was standing there, entirely naked but healthy, as if the horrors of the night before had never happened at all. Unfortunately, he couldn’t say the same. He couldn’t move.

      “You look better,” he said.

      “You look like hell.”

      “Fair enough.”

      She crossed the room out of his field of vision and returned wearing a red robe. She knelt beside him and took his hand in hers. “Thank you for coming for me.”

      He winked at her, which hurt more than he expected, and squeezed her hand. “Well, I think we had to wipe out most of the New Amsterdam coven to do it, but it will all be worth it if you throw me your handkerchief. Isn’t that what princesses did for the winner of the joust?” He chuckled but had to stop when it felt like his ribs might crack.

      “You can have more than my handkerchief, Nick.”

      “Good. Because I want you. All of you.”

      “I thought you were afraid of relationships.”

      “I’ve recently reassessed that fear. Turns out I’m much more afraid of living without you.”

      She leaned down and pressed a kiss against his lips. It was like an angel floating down from heaven to stab him in the face with a red-hot poker. He groaned.

      “We need to call Harriet. You need healing.” She began to get up, but he squeezed her hand again.

      “Wait, wait a minute.”

      “I’m here. What’s wrong?”

      “Do you remember what I said to you in the van, about wanting to try this bond thing?”

      She placed her hands on either side of his face. “Yes. I want that too. But I’m worried for you. Let me get Harriet.”

      “I don’t think we should start a new relationship with any secrets between us.” He narrowed his eyes on her. He remembered when he saw her in the Stevensons’ closet, and there was something bothering him about the memory. “This isn’t your true face, is it?”

      She shook her head.

      “Show me.” Nick watched in utter amazement as her face subtly changed. Her nose became more pronounced with a gentle hook, her eyes changed from hazel to bright amber, and her skin darkened to a beautiful shade of creamy bronze. Along the temple beside her right eye was a mark like a double crescent. She tapped it.

      “All dragons have this.” She pulled up her hair and pointed to a series of V-shaped ridges along her neck. “And this.”

      Nick remembered now, her face. He hadn’t noticed the markings but her hair had been down, the swoop of her bangs covering her temple. But he remembered this face. This gorgeous face. “So this is the real you?”

      “As real as it gets.”

      “Good.” He sighed. “You’re beautiful as you are.”

      She smiled and rested her hand on his cheek. “Do you forgive me?”

      “I was going to tell you last night when you came to my place that Stevenson was blackmailing NYPD cops right and left. He used my partner, Soren, to threaten to pin the theft on me if I didn’t cover for NAVAK.”

      “That bastard.” She bared her teeth.

      “Yeah. Now that we’ve dealt with NAVAK and have over a hundred trafficked humans to reincorporate into society, I think I’ll ask your brother’s wife, Sabrina, to help us take down Stevenson too, and Verinetti while we’re at it. Do you think she’ll go for it? Thought we could get your building back if we play our cards right.”

      She nodded her head, a smile spreading across her face. “You’re absolutely diabolical. In a good way.”

      “Someone’s got to pay for what happened to Allison.”

      “Who’s Allison?”

      “Allison Sumner, the girl who was murdered. My case.”

      “You really care about her. I mean, her personally, not just the case.”

      “Everyone deserves justice. The punishment we doled out to Malvern doesn’t make up for what Stevenson did and won’t stop him from doing it again for the next highest bidder. And Verinetti is a menace. He has to go down.”

      A dark cloud passed behind her eyes. “I agree.”

      “You want to take out Verinetti yourself?”

      She nodded. “I owe him one. Besides, the human justice system has a hard time containing supernaturals.”

      Nick winked at her. “All right. I take care of my kind and you take care of yours. I promise you, I won’t cry for Verinetti, whatever you do with him.”

      Their eyes met and held, and Nick’s heart flipped in his chest. His body ached and his head was spinning, but he’d never felt better. Never more at peace.

      “Are you okay, Nick? I better get Harriet. You’re sweating, and by the Mountain, you’re so pale. Nick?” Her cool hand patted his cheek.

      God, he was tired. Darkness pressed in at the edges of his vision. He needed to rest, to sleep, maybe for a couple of days.

      “Nick?”

      “I love you, Rowan,” he said. Why not? He felt it. And what did he have to lose anymore that he’d keep something like that a secret? He blinked up at her beautiful face and waited to see if his prayers were answered.

      “I love you too.” She smiled at him, her cool hands soothing his hot skin. It was odd. She was close but somehow seemed like she was at the end of a long tunnel, as if a circle of darkness was constricting around him.

      “I knew it. Who could resist this?”

      Then he closed his eyes and gave in to the darkness.
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      “Tobias, what the hell is going on? What’s wrong with him?” Rowan crowded around the examination table with Harriet and Gabriel as Tobias examined the love of her life.

      Nick had passed out, and Harriet’s usual concoction of herbs and magic couldn’t rouse him. In fact, her ministrations hardly helped at all. She’d remembered Tobias was a human physician, but they didn’t dare take Nick to a hospital. There’d be too many questions. Instead, they’d used Sabrina to commandeer a nearby veterinary clinic so Tobias could examine him.

      “He’s hypovolemic,” Tobias said. “He’s bleeding internally. It’s a slow bleed, but it’s lethal.”

      “What are you waiting for?” Rowan said. “Stop it!”

      Tobias frowned and placed his hands on her shoulders in a way that she recognized was meant to comfort her, but in fact had the opposite effect. Her heart raced in her chest. Don’t say it. Please don’t say it.

      “It’s too late for human medicine.” The words fell between them like glass vases that shattered at her feet.

      “No.” Rowan’s chest constricted from a combination of fear and panic. “I can’t… I can’t lose him, Tobias. I’ll become like Alexander. I won’t survive it. I don’t want to survive it!”

      Gabriel spun her around, pulled her into his chest, and held her tight. “There is another way, sister,” he whispered in her ear. “And you’ve already done it once.”

      She met his gaze, and his eyes shifted to Harriet, who was staring at her intensely. For over a century, it had just been the two of them, locked in the bond that had formed when she’d saved her friend from tuberculosis with the gift of her tooth. Now the old woman had tears in her eyes, and although her suit was a happy shade of green offset with a gorgeous Hermès scarf in a spring floral pattern, her disposition was nothing if not blue.

      “My dragon, my friend,” she said. “It will not be easy sharing you. We’ve endured too much, managed too many escapades, cried too many tears, laughed the laughter of old friends. But I must encourage you to do this thing. My heart, although immortal, is not strong enough to watch you lose him. Don’t you dare worry about me. There’s enough room in our lives for a man like the detective.”

      Rowan placed her hand over her heart. “I want him. I want him so much.”

      “Then take him,” Gabriel said.

      “Not without his permission. It was a leap for him to accept me as his girlfriend. What if he can’t accept me as his forever mate? It’s too fast.”

      Tobias wiped a thumb under her eyes. “Life throws us curveballs, little sister. All we can do is take our best swing. But if you’re going to try to hit this one out of the park, you better do it soon. Nick doesn’t have much time.”

      She took a deep, cleansing breath and blew it out slowly. “I’d like the room.”

      Tobias and Gabriel gave her one last hug each and then exited.

      Harriet stayed behind. “If he says no…”

      “I won’t force him,” Rowan said.

      Harriet squeezed her arm. “But I will force you.”

      Rowan raised her eyebrows in question.

      “I will force you to go on. I will force you to survive. I will force you to heal. You will not become like Alexander. I won’t let you.”

      Rowan hugged her friend as her tears flowed freely. “I love you, Harriet. Your friendship is a light in the darkness.”

      The old woman pulled back. “I try. Besides, without you, I couldn’t afford to keep myself in Hermès and Chanel. I have quite the habit, you know.”

      She kissed her on the cheek. “Oh, I know.”

      Harriet squeezed her arm one last time and left the room, closing the door behind her. It was just Rowan and Nick, his body as still as if he were already dead. She hated it. The tick of the clock on the wall measured out the seconds. Rowan raised her ruby ring and called on the magic that resided in her dragon heart, magic that was her dragon birthright. It was said that in the beginning of time, dragons were slaughtered by other beings searching for the piece of them that embodied immortality. All they achieved was killing those dragons of old and killing their magic with them. For the magic was not in their scales or their blood or even their organs, it was in their souls, their minds, and their ability to love beyond limits.

      The clock stopped. Nick opened his eyes.

      “What happened, baby? It looks like you’ve been crying.” He reached for her and wiped her tears away with his thumb.

      She caught his hand between her own. “We don’t have much time. There’s something I have to ask you.”

      “I’m so tired. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

      “You’re dying,” she blurted, and the tears came again.

      “I am? I’m not in any pain.”

      “Internal bleeding. It’s insidious. We can’t fix it. Not a human doctor or Harriet.”

      “Oh.” His face softened.

      “I’ve used dragon magic to stop time and wake you, but I can’t do this forever.”

      “So, this is goodbye?” He rubbed his thumb softly against her cheek. “Don’t cry for me, baby. Everyone dies. Well, not you, but humans.” His words vibrated at the corners, and she could tell he was trying to comfort her and hide his own fears.

      “I can save you,” she said, “but it entails bonding you to me, the same way I bonded Harriet. I would have to feed you my tooth. The magic would heal you, but it would also connect you to me for the length of my life.”

      He inhaled sharply. “Yeah, I heard about the tooth thing from your brothers. Didn’t know what it meant though.”

      “It’s forever, Nick. If we do this, there’s no going back.”

      He stared at her for a moment, his eyes wide. “It sounds like you’re proposing.”

      “Marriage is until death do us part. What I am proposing is a commitment far longer and greater still. I’ll be able to draw you to me and feel where you are at all times. You will live forever and will have to change your identity as I do. The intimacy this requires is unlike any you’ve experienced before. At times I will be inside your head. My magic will burn inside you.”

      She watched his throat bob on a swallow. “You’re not doing a great job of selling this thing, Rowan. Jesus.”

      She ran both hands through her hair, feeling like a feather caked with mud, what beauty and lightness that had existed in her now suffocated under the choice before them. She refused to tell him the rest of it, that she would likely go mad if he said no. She refused to load the weight of her suffering on his shoulders. If he chose this, it must be his choice only, and for no other reason than his deep desire to be with her.

      “Rowan… Rowan…,” he said softly. “I need to tell you something, and I can’t do it with you crying like that. It’s tearing my heart out.”

      She bolstered herself and wiped away her tears.

      “Good. Uh, you know, I never really bonded with anyone as an adult. After my mom died and I was left with Stan and he was like Mr. Evil, I just closed off to other people, you know?”

      She nodded. She did understand, but it crushed her to hear it.

      “I used to think there was something broken in me. Permanently broken, because as a child I’d just never learned to be human like everyone else and there was a hole where my heart should be. A goddamned gaping chasm.”

      “Oh, Nick…”

      “No, wait, I’m trying to tell you something. So I’m walking around all my life with this hole, this weird emptiness that I can’t fill with anything or anyone. Drugs don’t work, drinking don’t work. I can’t fill it with anything. And then you come along, and I realize… I realized that the reason I could never fill it with something from this world was because the shape of that hole wasn’t of anything worldly. It was the shape of you. Dragon big and as bright as your smile. Being with you, it’s the first time I’ve felt wanted and the first time I’ve really wanted someone else. It was like a taste of what it was like for other people. Warmth and caring. Feeling… connected.”

      “Oh, Nick.” Her heart warmed at his words.

      “I want to do all the things that couples do. Dinner. A show. Fighting over the remote. All of it. I want all of it.”

      She inhaled a shaky breath. “Then you agree to be mine? To take the tooth?”

      “I want to give this a try.”

      She shook her head. “You’re not listening. There is no try. This is forever. There is no room for failure.”

      He squeezed her arm. “I want the tooth. I want you, Rowan.”

      Her heart leaped and she would not delay any further. Opening her mouth, she reached into the back and gripped one of her molars. There was pain and a little blood, but with a serious tug she extracted the razor-sharp tooth.

      Nick stared at the six-inch molar in absolute horror.

      “I can make it smaller.” She closed and opened her hand again, and there was a small white pill in her palm. She brought it to his mouth.

      He took it from her and tossed it to the back of his throat, then swallowed it down without the benefit of water. “See you on the other side.”

      His eyes closed and his body went still. The clock began to tick again. Her magic drained from the room as if she’d pulled the plug in an overfilled bathtub. She curled her fingers and ran the back of her nails gently along his cheek.

      Now there was nothing to do but wait.
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      For Nick, waking up after swallowing Rowan’s tooth resembled coming back to the surface after a long, deep dive in murky water. The air pressed thick and heavy against his skin, and he held his breath against it, against the darkness. He’d been swallowed by the dark, taken into the belly of a creature of the night and now regurgitated toward a light he could not see yet but whose gravity drew him like the North Star.

      He broke the surface with a gasp, his eyes fluttering open to red velvet and candlelight. And her scent like a silk scarf drawn across the inside of his skull, the underside of his skin. He could taste her on his tongue, feel her, or a piece of her anyway, in the deepest corner of himself.

      Her face came into view, breathless and waiting. “Nick?”

      Filled with a new energy and possessing a body he realized was completely healed, he took her face in his hands and kissed her, kissed her like he could wash away everything dark that had ever happened to her with his own breath. His hands circled her waist, found red silk that slid softly between them.

      She was not unaffected. Her nails scraped up his spine and along the muscles of his shoulders.

      “I’m naked aren’t I?”

      Her smile was close and bright. “I had to clean you up. You were covered in blood.”

      “How long’ve I been out?”

      “Three days. It didn’t take as long with Harriet, but Tobias thought it was due to the nature of your injuries. We moved you to my apartment. Hell of a time explaining that one to the doorman.” She raised her eyebrows. “How do you feel?”

      “I’ve gotta piss like a racehorse.”

      She laughed. “The bathroom is there, and Flubell has prepared you something to eat.” She grabbed a pair of black sweats off the dresser and tossed them to him. “I also brought you some clothes from your apartment, against my better judgment. I rather like you naked.”

      “Oh shit—Rosco!”

      “He’s here and he’s fine. He’s sleeping in the library. I bought him one of those giant beds.”

      He backed toward the bathroom. “Don’t go anywhere. I’m not finished with you.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      Once Nick had made use of the facilities, he looked at himself in the mirror. Same old mug. Same sandy-brown hair. Same scar that cut through his lip and his eyebrow. But he felt different. He felt awake and alive. Rowan had replaced his batteries. And when he emerged again, he left the pants behind.

      Rowan’s eyes flicked down his body appreciatively.

      “Take off your nightgown,” he said, and his voice was all grit.

      “Why? What do you plan to do with me naked?” she said through a smile.

      He swaggered toward her. “I plan to show you you’re mine.”

      Rowan crossed her arms, fisted the silk, and pulled it over her head. God, she was perfect—lush curves, red lips, and a body filled with dark secrets. His was ready in an instant, hard for her. Only for her. He closed the space between them and took her mouth. His hands explored the soft weight of her breasts, his fingers tugging her erect nipples, drawing them out. Her hips thrust against him and he moaned at the thrill. Their first experience had been good, but now he savored her. He planned to worship every inch of her.

      He skimmed his hand down the slope of her waist and slowly, ever so slowly, between her legs.

      “Fuck, you’re wet. Is this for me? Just for me?”

      “Yes,” she said, voice husky with need. “I am yours.”

      He dropped to his knees, hands on her thighs, and looked up at her. “Then let me take care of you. I take care of what’s mine.”

      He kissed her above where his fingers worked and licked up her center. She grabbed the corner of the dresser and hooked one leg over his shoulders, pulling him hard against her. As if he needed any further motivation. She tasted of oranges, of sweetness. He couldn’t get enough. His dick twitched, begging to be inside her, but he was a patient man and the sweetest dessert was the one waited for.

      Her climax tore through her, and he supported her as her knees gave out and her back arched with pleasure. He rose to meet her, face-to-face, and she wrapped her arms around his neck. Her sigh warmed the skin between his neck and his shoulder.

      “You’re mine,” he whispered to her. “Forever.”

      “Do you know what forever means?”

      He thought about it for a moment. “Maybe. It’s an abstract concept for me still.”

      She hooked her fingers in his and led him from the bedroom to the terrace. “Let me show you.”

      “Hey, I’m naked here.”

      “You’re also invisible as long as you touch me.”

      He ran his hands over her ass. “Then I guess I have to keep touching you.”

      “It’s a beautiful night, don’t you think?”

      “I’m distracted by a beautiful woman and didn’t notice.”

      Her wings unfurled from her back. “Let me show it to you.” One arm and then the other wrapped around him, and then her legs. Standing up, he thought. Well, all right. He grabbed her thighs and slid into her.

      “Hang on tight.”

      “Uh, what?” His eyes widened as she shot into the sky, their bodies locked against each other, coasting toward the moon.

      “Jesus, Rowan!” Pleasure traced its fingers around fear as she soared higher and higher, rolling in the air and bracing him against her with her heels. He clung to her, deep inside her. They climbed higher.

      “This is forever, Nick. It’s not worrying about death or falling. It’s knowing that you’re hard to kill. It’s the sun and the moon and us.”

      He trailed kisses up her neck and whispered, “I like us.”

      “Me too.”

      She turned in the air and thrust against him. It took him a second to find the rhythm, bracing himself against her shoulders, her heels. They were tangled together as tightly as woven vines.

      And then, as he felt her body climb again toward that golden peak, she folded her wings and dove. Nick’s stomach dropped as his climax rocked through him and his body rushed headfirst toward the Dakota building. He felt her orgasm again. She bucked against him. The roof rushed toward him. Closer. Faster.

      “Rowan!”

      Her wings unfurled without a moment to spare, and they swooped and coasted gently back to her rooftop terrace. Nick’s heart pounded so hard he could feel it in his skin. She landed softly, setting him on his feet, their bodies parting. She ran her nails through the hair behind his ears and held him close. His brain replayed the feeling of flying, of dropping, of shattering inside her.

      Against her cheek, he whispered, “I think I’m going to like forever.”
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      It had been centuries since Rowan had spent any time with Gabriel and Tobias together, but as they reunited over a few slices of pepperoni pizza at Lombardi’s, she realized what she’d been missing. Family was a treasure that could never be replaced. Comfort and connection surrounded her, and she slipped back into the ways of her childhood, looking up to Gabriel and leaning on Tobias as they discussed what had happened with the vampires and how Sabrina, Tobias’s vampire bride, had wiped the minds of the Forebears and sent them back to Romania thinking all the talk of dragons had been disproven. What Aldrich had seen had been nothing but an illusion produced by a very talented witch.

      So it was soul crushing to learn that her mother had collaborated with her uncle to kill their brother Marius and that Paragon was now under their rule. But she believed her brothers, believed that they had stayed apart for no reason other than her mother’s desire to keep them weak, to make them forget where they came from and their responsibilities to the world they left behind.

      “Scoria was here,” Tobias said. “With orders to kill us all.”

      Rowan gave a shrill inhale. “Mother sent Scoria himself?”

      Tobias nodded. “In March. Chicago. We had to eliminate him.”

      Rowan brought her fingers to her lips. Scoria was the captain of the Obsidian Guard. Sending him was the equivalent of waging war.

      “It’s no longer enough to allow us to live out our existence in another realm. Now she and Brynhoff want us dead,” Gabriel said.

      “But why?”

      Gabriel fixed Tobias with a steady stare. “My mate, the one who returned to Paragon with me when I discovered our mother’s treachery, she is a witch.”

      “Oh, Gabriel.” Rowan tried not to judge. She loved her brother, and she of all people now understood the undeniable nature of finding one’s mate. But witches were forbidden.

      “Believe me, I felt the same way,” Tobias said. “But I’m more convinced than ever that Raven was sent by the goddess of the mountain herself. I think the same prophecies that warned us about witches may actually be promising us a way to save Paragon.”

      Rowan leaned forward and said through her teeth, “Before we go any further, there is something I need you to understand. I will never go back to Paragon. I have a life here now with Nick, one I prefer to what I left behind. I will never be a Paragonian queen. I will never marry another dragon or birth a bunch of whelps to propagate the race. Do you understand me?” That was that. She’d raised her voice to her brothers, something she’d never done in her five hundred years. But she was no longer a Paragonian princess. She was the captain of her own ship, the ruler of her own life, and she would live it on her own terms.

      “Never,” Gabriel said, the fire in his dark eyes burning. “I would never do that to you, Rowan. But mother sent Scoria for a reason, and she will send others. Next time she may come for you herself, or—”

      “Alexander. We have to warn Alexander! He’s unwell and he can’t protect himself.”

      “We know.” Tobias took her hand in his and squeezed. “He’s how we found you. Through the paintings.”

      “You saw him?”

      “No. His apartment was empty. But we were in his apartment, and it looked like he had been there recently.” Gabriel rubbed the back of his neck. “Judging by his rooms, he’s not in a good place.”

      “We’re concerned he’s suicidal,” Tobias said.

      Rowan frowned. “I’ve seen it in his art. He’s getting worse. Darker.”

      “A suicidal dragon who suddenly has an easy way to kill himself…,” Tobias said.

      “We have to find him,” Rowan said, “before someone from Paragon does.”

      Gabriel placed a hand on hers. “So we can count on your help, Princess?”

      “Don’t call me that, Gabriel. Honestly.”

      He winked at her.

      “Yes. Yes, you can count on me. You saved my fucking life and the life of my mate. I owe you. And I owe Alexander. I will help you.”

      Gabriel took her other hand. “Together again.”

      She grinned and offered a deep chuckle. “What could possibly go wrong?”
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      The chief of police stood next to Nick as he arrested Soren. They’d already raided Gerald and Camilla Stevenson’s homes and found several links proving the real estate developer was the mastermind behind NAVAK and the largest human trafficking ring ever busted in New York. Nick had no problem proving Soren was Stevenson’s accomplice. It seemed Gerald had hours and hours of recordings on their relationship, probably meant to use against Soren if he ever turned on him. Pretty damning stuff.

      “You’re a fucking bastard,” Soren yelled, spitting as Nick handcuffed him and read him his rights.

      “Yeah, I’m a bastard. But I’m an honest bastard who gives a crap about integrity.” He handed Soren off to a fellow cop to process.

      “Great job, Nick. This bust is a record breaker. You’ve saved hundreds of trafficked victims.”

      It meant a lot to Nick to hear those words from a superior. This job, these people, they’d become like a family to him. But they weren’t his family. This was a job. And he’d given far too much of his life to it.

      “While you’re feeling pleased, maybe this would be a good time to ask you for some time off.”

      “A vacation?”

      “Longer. Administrative leave.”

      The chief grew serious. “Fill out the paperwork and we’ll see what we can do.”

      Nick did exactly that and left the moment his shift was over. He needed to stop at the jewelry store. He had a ring to buy before he met Rowan for dinner and more important things to do than could be found in a police precinct.
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      Rowan signed the papers Adrienne placed in front of her, her heart overflowing with joy. The land under Sunrise House was hers. With the signing of these papers, she owned it. No lease. Bought and paid for.

      “How did you pull this off?” she asked, shaking her head.

      Her lawyer, Adrienne, grinned and collected the stack of paperwork from her desk. “I didn’t. Stevenson offered it to me of his own free will, and I bought it on behalf of your company. I’ve been pursuing him for months. I have no explanation.”

      She inhaled deeply as a fine shiver ran along her skin. Nick had entered the building. A moment later, he appeared in her doorway, a shiny black bag dangling from his fingertip.

      “You wouldn’t know anything about Stevenson selling me the land under this building, would you?” She gave him a welcoming smile.

      He crossed the room and pecked her on the lips. “It seems Stevenson is capable of doing the right thing when given the proper motivation.”

      “What motivation could that be?”

      “Selling the building or death? I’d sell the building too, under those parameters.”

      “Nick, you didn’t!”

      “After the deed was done, I gave him some of Harriet’s potion and made him forget we’d ever had the conversation. I think it worked out just fine.”

      Adrienne closed his attaché case and stood. “I have to agree, and I think the kids who come here every day will think so too.” He held out a hand to Rowan, who shook it, and then to Nick. “Always a pleasure. Enjoy your evening.”

      “Say hello to Sally for me,” Rowan said.

      He gave her a wave before slipping into the hall.

      “Stevenson and Soren were arrested today; your building is yours. I’d say this was a good day,” Nick said.

      Rowan grinned. “One of the best.”

      “What’s left on our to-do list?”

      “You mean Verinetti? Harriet helped me with something. It’s only a matter of time before it takes effect.”

      “I don’t want to talk about Verinetti on our date tonight.”

      “Good, neither do I. What do you want to talk about?” They were going to see Cursed Child and then having dinner at Eleven Madison Park. She couldn’t wait.

      His brows pinched together. “There’s just one hanging thread we need to tie off.”

      “What’s that?”

      He reached into the bag and popped the top on a ring box. “Will you marry me, Rowan?”

      Her mouth dropped open. The diamond inside was lovely and surrounded by rubies. “A princess cut?”

      “No longer a princess of Paragon, but my princess instead.” He looked at her through his lashes.

      She withdrew the ring from the box and tried it on.

      “Is that a yes?”

      “Hold on a minute!” She held it up to the light and started laughing. “I need to fully assess my options here.”

      “Oh? Is it a hard decision?” He tugged her from her chair, spun her around, and landed her in his lap where he tickled her furiously. “Fine then. I will live out my days as your servant. I think you should buy a pool so that I can officially be your pool boy.”

      She turned the ring in the light. “Naaaah. I’ll marry you.”

      He laughed. “You’ve decided?”

      She stopped laughing and looked him in the eye. “But not because of the ring. Only because I love you more than I ever thought possible.”

      “Sounds like a good reason to me.” He sealed it with a kiss.

      Rowan scooted off his lap and pulled him from his chair. “Let’s go. Djorji’s waiting, and we don’t want to be late.”

      They locked up together and danced their way to the car and their first real date.
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      Harriet waited on the terrace of Rowan’s Dakota-building home, dressed in a camel-colored suit with the most deliciously patterned nautical Hermès scarf, her favorite Birkin bag slung over the crook of her arm. The thick falconry gloves she wore did not match her outfit, but some things couldn’t be avoided.

      She’d been there a while. Now it was just a matter of waiting.

      He would come. He always did.

      Especially today of all days, when Nick had busted Gerald Stevenson and ended all hope he might have had of gleaning any more money from the man.

      Sure enough, lit only by the streetlights below, a white owl flew toward her and landed on the wrought iron rail. The bird looked at her and flapped its wings, growing more agitated as it realized its feet were stuck. Harriet calmly walked to it and clamped a metal tag around Verinetti’s leg.

      “You’re probably confused about why you can’t shift or fly away,” she said to the bird, who was snapping at her and flapping its wings furiously. “I can’t take credit for this one. It was an idea someone named Madam Chloe had, a witch out of Chicago, very powerful. I made the salve you are standing in. A simple concoction of herbs with a nerve agent that temporarily makes it impossible for your feet to release the rail. Madam Chloe made you the tag around your ankle, an enchanted metal alloy that makes it impossible for you to shift.”

      The owl looked at her in horror and struggled more furiously.

      “Ironically, it’s made of the same stuff Malvern bound Rowan with. He almost killed her, you know.”

      The owl screeched and flapped.

      “Your feet will relax in a few more minutes and you’ll be able to fly away, but I’m afraid you will be an owl for a very long time, Michael Verinetti. Unless you can find someone to cut that off you. They won’t be able to cut the tag itself. That’s impervious. They could cut off your leg, but be advised, you’ll want medical personnel nearby because when you shift back, you’ll have one less leg to stand on.”

      Harriet backed inside the open door, knowing the owl could not follow. The space was still warded against him.

      “I suggest you get comfortable in your new skin,” Harriet said. “If Rowan has to deal with you again, she won’t settle for a life sentence. It will be the death penalty.” She closed the door between them and watched through the glass as the owl’s feet finally released the rail and it flew off toward Central Park.

      Rosco nudged her hand with his nose, and she rubbed the German shepherd between the ears. “There’s my good boy. You have my permission to eat that bird if you ever see him again. Now, let’s go get a treat.”
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        June 9, 2018

        New Orleans, Louisiana

      

      

      

      Raven stood at the head of the aisle, wearing a dress that was as unique as the creatures who had created it. Juniper and Hazel had outdone themselves with this one. She’d already received questions about who the designer was and had said she’d designed it herself, a lie her sister Avery clearly did not believe.

      The dress was made of a light, airy fabric and embroidered with diamonds that shimmered when she moved. Of course, anyone who saw it would assume they were crystals. The oreads had designed the gown backless with strings of diamonds swagged from shoulder to waist. No one in their right mind would assume they were real either. The dress draped over her every curve and was cut with an empire waist that completely hid her small but growing baby bump.

      “You don’t seem nervous at all,” her mother said beside her. “That’s a good sign.”

      “How could I be nervous? I’m making the best decision of my life.”

      Her mom smiled. “Speaking of life decisions, good or bad, I see you invited your father, and he brought a date.”

      Raven gave her side-eye. “See what you get for hounding me to talk to him?”

      “I wanted you to tell him you were expecting, not invite him back into the fold.”

      “Meh, don’t get too excited. I don’t plan to make involving him in my life a habit.”

      Her mother nodded appreciatively.

      The music started, and Avery took her first steps down the long aisle in front of her, a bouquet of lilies in her hands.

      “Here we go,” her mom whispered, squeezing her arm.

      Raven watched Avery reach the front of the church where Tobias met her and escorted her to the side of the aisle. It was sad that Sabrina couldn’t join them, but it was a day wedding, and although she could tolerate the sunlight, it weakened her. Raven understood.

      Gabriel’s sister, Rowan, proceeded down the aisle after Avery. Raven had enjoyed getting to know Gabriel’s sister and her new mate, Nick. She was overjoyed that the princess had agreed to be in her wedding and thought she looked flawless in the off-the-shoulder emerald gown that Avery had chosen for the occasion.

      Once Rowan reached the head of the aisle, her fiancé, Nick, ushered her to the side behind Avery and Tobias. That’s when Gabriel stepped into view in front of the priest, looking even bigger and darker than usual in a black tuxedo. Raven released a happy sigh.

      “Ready?” her mother asked her.

      “Absolutely.”

      “This doesn’t mean you’re going to break with tradition and change your name from Tanglewood to Blakemore, does it?”

      She scoffed. “Absolutely not. I can be as good a wife as a Tanglewood than as a Blakemore.”

      Her mother laughed. “You make me proud.”

      The music changed, and they started down the aisle.

      Raven continued, “Men have had the privilege of keeping their names for centuries. I’m certainly not going to spoil the Tanglewood legacy and bow to the patriarchy now.”

      Her mother’s eyes wrinkled at the corners with her smile as they reached the front of the church, and she leaned forward to give Raven a kiss on the cheek. “Thank you for letting me do this, Raven. You don’t need me, not anymore, but I’m here for you.”

      “I need you, Mom. I’ll always need you.” Her hands trailed from her arm and she turned to Gabriel. His eyes misted at the sight of her. Her love, her dragon, her immortal mate. She felt exactly the same way.

      The ceremony itself seemed to play out in fast-forward, their vows a string of pretty syllables that all reiterated what she already knew for sure—he was her soul mate, they were bound for life, and she would go to her death for him and for their child.

      “I now pronounce you husband and wife,” the priest said. “You may kiss the bride.”

      Gabriel bent to meet her halfway. She rose up on her tiptoes and captured his mouth. She was careful to keep it appropriate for church, but she couldn’t wait to get him home. She already wondered at the delights she’d find in his bed tonight, just as she did every night. Loving Gabriel was an adventure in slick heat, soft kisses, and the throes of magic that brought with them their own pleasures.

      Gabriel took her hand. “Come, my wife. We must greet our guests.”

      He led her back up the aisle where they lined up next to Avery, Tobias, Rowan, and Nick to shake hands and greet attendees as they left for the reception. There were several people Raven didn’t know well, distant relations that her mother had invited and past neighbors whom she hadn’t seen in years.

      Her father kissed her on both cheeks and offered his congratulations, but he did not introduce the woman who accompanied him. She was auburn-haired and freckled, and when she shook Raven’s hand, her touch sent a shiver of power up her arm. Raven went rigid, a strange taste filling her mouth, her hand turning cold as ice.

      The woman released her and slipped into the crowd, arms linked with her father’s. They left the church before Raven could question what had happened.

      “What’s wrong,” Gabriel asked, rubbing her back with a steadying hand. “All the color just drained from your face.”

      “Did you recognize that woman who was with my father?”

      He squinted after her, but she was long gone. “No.”

      “She had power. I felt it. And it was somehow familiar.”

      “Familiar how?”

      She shook her head. “I’m not sure.”

      He massaged the base of her neck. “Maybe a natural witch,” he said. “Try not to worry. If she’d wanted to make mischief, she would have done so.”

      Raven tried to comfort herself with that thought and gave Gabriel a grateful kiss. “Thank you. You’re right. I’m not going to think about it. Not tonight. Tonight is about you and me and our future.”
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      “David, please excuse me. I need to use the powder room,” the stranger said.

      The man she knew was Raven’s father smiled at her, although she was sure there was nothing going on behind his blank stare. She’d had him entranced for most of the day. She’d told him to call her Charlotte, but other than that, he knew nothing about her. Exactly as she wished.

      She ducked into a bathroom and closed and locked the door, examining her reflection in the full-length mirror. The auburn hair and pale skin were quite ugly, but one mustn’t get lazy when using illusions. The last thing she wanted to do was stand out. She’d been so close to the witch, but principles were principles. She’d let Raven have her wedding. There would be time enough to take her, the right time, when she could use her father to gain access to her without the threat of three dragon heirs to deal with.

      Until then, she needed to bide her time, to be patient. She cast off the illusion in the privacy of the small room and watched her reflection turn dark purple in the large mirror. Much better. She unfurled her gossamer wings, stretching one, then the other, and sighed in relief. Aborella was a powerful and patient fairy sorceress, and she wouldn’t be leaving Earth without Raven and the whelp she carried in her womb. And if she played her cards right, she’d take the treasure of Paragon with her.
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      Alexander exists on the edge of insanity after the loss of his beloved Maiara. But when his family arrives on the scene, details about the dragon sibling’s early history in America may hold a promise and a secret to healing his heart. Turn the page to read THE DRAGON OF SEDONA now.
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        October 1699

        Appalachian Forest, North America

      

      

      “Run, Maiara, run!” Her father shoved her along the path, tugging their horse’s reins behind him. The weary beast could move no faster, laden down as she was with pelts and supplies. Prickling fear raised the hair on Maiara’s nape, and she desperately tried to incite the animal to move, joining her father in his efforts, but the mare dug in her hooves. The headstrong beast won the battle of wills.

      Maiara’s moccasins slipped on the slick mud, flinging her to the forest floor. She broke her fall with her bare hands, the earthy scent of decaying leaves filling her nose. Above them, her hawk circled, the bird’s shrill screams a warning as their pursuer closed in. Crushing pain throbbed within her rib cage, more from her pounding heart than from the fall.

      She couldn’t think about the pain. Not now. With a single-minded focus, Maiara scrambled to her feet and clutched her father’s arm. “Leave her!” She pried the reins from his hands despite his protests.

      An arrow whizzed past her ear and lodged in the tree behind her. Her father’s blue eyes widened over his ruddy cheeks. Finally he saw reason. Abandoning the mare, he grasped her hand. His was large, burly, and pale. Hers was small, dark, and smooth. There was comfort in that hand. Trust. He’d saved her life before.

      “Run,” he commanded. She did.

      They weaved among the trees, the monster haunting the edge of her vision. At first the thing appeared to be a man in the image of a warrior from the Mohawk tribe, bald except for a roach of black hair decorated with porcupine quills, bones, and feathers. War paint striped his cheeks. Despite the bracing chill, he wore only his breechcloth and a pendant, an orb the size of a human eye that winked at her as it pulsed a soft blue light at the base of his throat.

      The monster might have looked like a man, but if what followed Maiara and her father had ever been human, he was no longer. Now he was a wendigo, a demon sent from the netherworld to rid this land of her kind, a relentless shadow, disappearing when the sun was high, only to stretch toward her again. He would not rest until every one of her people was dead. The blue wink of the stone around his neck turned her blood to ice. Whatever that was, it was unnatural, perhaps a remnant of the evil curse that had made him.

      Another arrow flew and she ducked, narrowly avoiding its barb. The wendigo stopped at the place their mare blocked the path and roared. Its eyes glowed as red as burning coals, and its mouth opened wide enough to swallow her entire head. All illusion of its humanity melted with that bone-chilling roar.

      Now the mare moved, tried to gallop away, but the wendigo snared its haunches with a set of razor-sharp claws that sprang from its hands. In a flurry of flashing teeth, the hell spawn tore through the pony, ignoring its equine shrieks. Blood sprayed. Maiara pressed her hand to her mouth as the scent of death reached her, and her stomach threatened to spill its contents. She averted her eyes, but the crunch of bones echoed through the woods long after the horse’s squeals abated.

      Maiara strained to put more space between them and the demon. She gripped her father’s arm tighter and forced him forward. They both knew the meal wouldn’t be enough for the wendigo. The savage beast had an insatiable appetite.

      “You must protect yourself.” Her father stumbled. He could not keep up with the pace of their run. She used every muscle in her diminutive frame to help him to his feet. “It’s the only way.” He was pleading with her now as if she were a petulant child.

      Another arrow, another roar. As she’d feared, the creature had already resumed its hunt. It would never quit. Never stop. Not until Maiara was dead.

      “Now, Maiara. Go!”

      The demon’s gaping maw drooled only yards behind them. Her father’s gray hair was slick with sweat. Through a throat raw from panting, she rasped, “No! Try harder.”

      His feet gained purchase and they were off again. “How did it find us?” he muttered, more to himself than to her. They were fools to think the wendigo wouldn’t pursue them, not after everything. He stopped short, clawed at his chest as if it hurt. “Maiara! You must leave me.”

      “I won’t,” she screamed, shaking her head. She would not abandon her last living family.

      “You have no choice.” He squeezed her hand again. Her father had raised her. Her father had saved her. He’d always been wise, and now the truth in his gaze cut straight to her heart. “Don’t let your mother’s death be in vain.”

      Above them, her hawk cried out another warning, this one sharper than the last. She heard the bowstring snap, the whoosh of the arrow. Her father’s eyes widened, and in a final burst of speed, he shifted in front of her. The arrow, meant for her, landed in his back. He collapsed against her. Her scream was silenced by a sharp bite of pain. The tip of the arrow that had passed through her father’s body pierced her chest.

      Trembling, she thrust with all her might, tearing the arrowhead from her flesh and allowing her father’s dying body to fall from her arms. A sob caught in her throat.

      “Go,” he whispered. His eyes turned unblinking toward the heavens.

      Too late now. Too late. She raced down the path, breathless, thighs burning. Blood from the wound in her chest blossomed like a rose on the front of her deerskin tunic. The wendigo closed in at alarming speed.

      She had no choice and no reason now to stay behind. At a full run, she scanned the trees, extending her arms. Desperate prayers to the Great Spirit tumbled from her lips. With a last glance toward her faithful hawk above, she did what she had to do.

      She escaped.
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        2018

        Sedona, Arizona

      

      

      Alexander felt like Wile E. Coyote, only instead of blowing himself up trying to kill the Road Runner, his efforts to free himself from the purgatory he suffered were repeatedly thwarted by a different sort of bird.

      His personal vexation was a red-tailed hawk hundreds of years past its natural expiration date yet far too stubborn to die. Unlike the cartoon Road Runner, the hawk made no attempt to run from him with a resounding meep, meep! and leave him in its dust.

      On the contrary, this bird rarely left his side. Despite his many attempts to separate himself from the winged creature, it remained an obsessive, magical pain in the ass.

      “You’re not going to stop me this time, Nyx,” he said, meeting the hawk’s intelligent amber eyes. Ironic that she resisted so thoroughly when his motivation revolved around her. The two of them were cogs in a never-ending wheel of pain. He only wished to throw a wrench in the gears and save them both.

      He called the bird Nyx after the Greek goddess of the night. Red-tailed hawks weren’t nocturnal animals, but this one had ushered darkness into his life. The kind of darkness that lived on the inside of a man that no amount of desert sun could ever reach.

      At one time, the bird had belonged to his mate, Maiara. She’d called the hawk Nikan, the Potawatomi word for “my friend.” The two had been inseparable until the night Maiara was brutally murdered. After her death, after her body was burned, the hawk attached to him like a tick burrowing for blood, presumably bound to him by the grief they shared.

      He refused to call her Nikan after that. She was no friend of his. She was a ghost. A demon. She was Nyx, the night, and her darkness had been with him ever since.

      A stab of longing cut through him. Thanks to Nyx, not a day passed he didn’t think of Maiara. The bird was a constant reminder of his loss.

      “You have to let me do this,” he pleaded with her. He wasn’t beyond begging. Anything to end this horror-go-round of an existence.

      The early-morning sun was blinding as he scanned the horizon from the top of one of the massive red mesas Sedona was known for. In his hand, he gripped a roll of thin, sharp wire. In his mind, he held an appetite for death. No, that wasn’t entirely true. It wasn’t that he wanted his life to end, just the pain.

      For a dragon, losing a mate was like having a thin layer of skin scraped from their body. Everything was painful, stinging, astringent. His body and soul were raw nerves, left with no protection against the elements, no shelter from the burning sun. He hurt. Everywhere.

      With a deep breath, he took in the beauty of his surroundings one final time. The landscape’s signature red color, courtesy of iron oxide that veined like blood through the stone, provided a sharp contrast to the cerulean sky. The topography was roughly as dry and coarse as the surface of Mars, yet brimming with life, the occasional grouping of desert trees or cactus growing from the stone. Survival in the bleakest of circumstances.

      There’d been a time he’d found its mystique comforting. Not anymore. A clear indication the time had come to end this madness.

      “You don’t want to go on like this, do you?” He stared at Nyx as if to will an answer from her. She let out a shrill cry that let him know exactly what she thought of his plan. “I will never understand you. This has to be as much a nightmare for you as it is for me. Whatever Maiara did to you to make you immortal has bound you to me. Never able to live as a wild bird. Never able to mate with your own kind.”

      He shoved his hands in the pockets of his jacket. “Have you ever stopped to think that if I died, perhaps you could be free? Truly free.”

      She flapped her wings and leaped to his arm, her talons digging into the black leather. Not that her grip was a threat to his dragon skin anyway. He might have looked human with his wings tucked away, but he was far tougher and healed much faster than any man. The hawk rubbed its head against his bearded cheek, its soft russet feathers ruffling at the contact. She brushed her beak against his nose.

      As he stared at her, he saw his reflection in her tawny eyes. By the Mountain, he looked like shit. Even in silhouette, he could tell he badly needed a haircut and to trim his beard, and he knew the rest of him wasn’t any better. He was emaciated and likely smelled of liquor and self-loathing.

      He gently nudged her back onto the branch of the juniper tree. “That’s enough. Wait there. This will be over soon.”

      It was hard to kill a dragon. Technically, he was immortal. Poison wouldn’t work. Walking in front of a semitruck wouldn’t work. If alcohol could’ve done him in, he’d already be dead. By the Mountain, he bought tequila by the case. It would be easier to run his motorcycle off a bridge, but a fall for a dragon wasn’t much of a threat. Dragons couldn’t drown or burn to death.

      There was only one foolproof way to kill a dragon: decapitation. He checked that the wire was properly fastened around the base of the tree and placed the noose around his neck, then backed up to get a running start.

      This was going to hurt.

      Glancing toward Nyx, he was relieved to find her gone. Maybe his lecture had gotten through to her after all. She’d left him. It was a sign.

      He ran for the edge.

      Three steps from the brink, Nyx flew straight up, sheering the side of the cliff. He cried out. Her wings fluttered against his cheeks and talons scraped his neck. Unable to stop his momentum, his feet slipped out from under him and he became a baseball player sliding into home, only the plate was open air beyond the cliff’s edge. His dragon’s wings tried to punch out but got caught in his leather jacket, store-bought—not part of the specially designed wardrobe his oread had made him to accommodate his extra appendages. Fuck. For a second he seemed to hang in the bright blue sky, Nyx with his noose in her claws hovering over him.

      “You mangy-feathered, slimy-beaked, bit—” He dropped like a stone.

      His back collided with the gravel in front of his motorcycle. Oww. Immortal or not, it hurt when bones broke. Perfectly still, he stared at the hawk as she banked and circled down toward him, her cries echoing off the cliffs.

      “I really hate you,” he whispered. It came out as a squeak. He worked to pull breath into his aching lungs as a sickening slurp indicated his bones were already healing. Not too much damage then. Slowly he raised a hand and ran his fingers through his hair. The back of his head was sore, but there wasn’t any blood. He was fine. Depressingly whole.

      The crunch of wheels on gravel turned his head. A minivan had pulled off the highway and parked next to his bike, and a tall white man wearing dark socks and sandals was climbing out of the driver’s seat.

      “Hey, are you all right?” The man hurried to him and leaned over Alexander, the floppy brim of his hat casting shade over his face and blocking his view of Nyx.

      “I’m fine.”

      “What are you doing lying on the side of the road?”

      He glanced toward his bike. “I’m, uh, just resting.”

      “Buddy, this is not the place. Someone could run you over.”

      He cleared his throat. If only that would be enough to do him in. “Hmm. Right. I’ll be on my way then.” He allowed the man to help him up and gave his neck a good crack.

      “Hey… Hey! Are you that guy? You know, that guy who paints the desert scenes with the bird.” The man turned to the van and yelled, “Honey, it’s that guy!”

      Alexander groaned. Oh dear goddess, please open the earth and swallow him down to hell pronto. This was the last thing he needed today.

      A woman in a Minnie Mouse T-shirt, jean shorts, and a green visor hopped down from the passenger seat of the minivan.

      “My word, it is him. Alexander! We just bought one of your paintings. You’re so talented.”

      “Thanks,” he mumbled. “I really have to go.”

      “Oh wait, can we get a picture?”

      “I, uh…”

      The woman had already pulled one of his paintings from the back of the van. He recognized it—a piece he’d done a few years ago of Nyx, the red rock, and the blue sky. It was a money piece. It meant nothing to him; he’d just painted it for the money. It was the Thomas Kinkade of his work, beautiful and meaningless.

      She held it in front of his chest, her husband holding the other end of the canvas, and then popped her arm out to take a selfie. He did not smile.

      “One, two, three…,” she prompted.

      The glare from the cheesy grins on either side of him was almost blinding. Out of sheer guilt, he popped the corner of his closed lips a quarter of an inch. A series of clicks later, she slid her phone back into her pocket.

      “Thank you! What a special moment,” she squealed.

      She loaded the painting into the van, and the two waved their goodbyes. He watched them drive away from the seat of his motorcycle.

      Once they were gone, Nyx landed on the handlebars of his Harley-Davidson and cooed her apologies. He glared at the bird. “So that’s how it’s going to be? No way out?”

      She chirped and lifted into the clear blue sky.

      He revved the engine. “What a fucking Monday.”
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      Sedona, for all intents and purposes, was a desert, consisting of red rock, dry weather, and plenty of sun. Technically, the area got about sixteen inches of rain a year, an amount that earned it the label of semiarid, not a desert, if you were a stickler for the details. Still, for an average of 278 days per year, Sedona’s rocky terrain baked beneath cheery golden rays without a hint of a raindrop.

      This was a land of spiritual awakenings, of rejuvenation, home to an untold number of energy vortexes—intersections of natural, electromagnetic earth energy that humans here said had transformational properties. People came from all over the world to meditate, reflect, and heal here. And he’d witnessed their triumph hundreds of times.

      If only it worked on dragons.

      Alexander loved the heat and the rust-colored terrain as much as his dark heart could love anything—it reminded him of the volcanic environment of Paragon, the realm where he was born—but he was still waiting for that healing to kick in.

      Before Maiara, before everything was ruined, he’d grown up in a palace among his siblings, a middle son of whom the royal family had relatively few expectations. And so as an introspective and creative child, he’d taught himself to sketch and paint. Art in all its forms had been his escape from the boredom that accompanied his privileged circumstances.

      All that was over now. It was a million years ago, lost in the wreckage of his memories. His art did not hold the same joy or provide the escape it once had. Hell, if it did, if he had one way to lose himself, life might be tolerable.

      He passed the sign at the entrance to the Church of New Horizons and cut the engine to his Harley. If his landlord didn’t hear the bike, he might make it inside without another awkward conversation about taking part in the classes at the retreat. He’d rented a room there for years but never partook in the spiritual hikes, meditation, or yoga. Actually, he thought the whole lot of it was bullshit. But the owner and landlord, determined to save his tormented soul, had never given up on trying to convince him to participate.

      Nyx, who’d been flying above him for most of the ride home, landed on his shoulder and rubbed her cheek against his. “Yeah, yeah. I forgive you. I don’t understand you, but I forgive you.”

      Silently Alexander walked his bike up the drive and parked it in his spot in the small lot, then crept around the side of the stucco walls of the southwestern-style building. He breathed a sigh of relief when he set foot on the stairs to his second-floor apartment until the sound of sandals on gravel preceded a cheery, “Hello, friend!”

      Alexander closed his eyes and pivoted slowly to face the owner of New Horizons and his landlord, Master Gu. As usual, the man wore loose-fitting black pants, a long-sleeved red tunic that tied at the waist, and a silver braid that ran down the center of his back. One clouded eye stared unseeing into the beyond while the other looked straight into him.

      His appearance gave him a stereotypical master of martial arts vibe, but the truth was David Gu wasn’t a master of anything. New Horizons was his invention, not an established religion, and until fifteen years ago, the guy had been a car salesman in Detroit. Somehow though, he’d established this retreat house and regularly filled it with people willing to pay top dollar for guided meditation, yoga, and learning how to harness the healing energy of the Sedona vortexes.

      “Good morning,” Alexander said flatly.

      “Your aura is muddled today,” Gu said, his brow dipping. “You need meditation and acupuncture to open your chakras and purify your qi energy.”

      Alexander removed his sunglasses and gave the man a steady look in his good eye. He wondered what had tipped him off to his foul mood. Perhaps the rocks embedded in the back of his leather jacket. He tucked his glasses into his inner pocket. “My aura is top notch, my friend, and my qi is flowing like the piss of an incontinent badger. I think your aura reader is on the fritz today.”

      Master Gu shook his head. “My aura reader is operational. Your bird, for example, has a beautiful spring green aura as she always does. Yours, on the other hand, is usually blue, and today it is dark gray and muddy.”

      “My bird has an aura?” Alexander laughed. The guy was wackier than a two-headed javelina.

      “Oh yes, a strong one. She’s the first, you know.”

      “The first what?”

      “Bird with its own aura. Normally, birds have a collective energy. All the same. Bright blue and white like the sky. Your bird is different.”

      Alexander cast Nyx a sideways glance. She bonked his cheek with her beak. This bird was different all right. Immortal. Bound to him by a mystical force he didn’t understand, like two moons orbiting each other as they gradually drifted into the sun. Different was an understatement. Try tragic.

      “Your aura just got darker,” Master Gu said with a tone of warning. “Staying like this is inviting misfortune into your life! The soul longs for balance. No one can endure spiritual pain forever. You must allow me to purify your qi before it is too late. I insist. I will do it for free.”

      Rubbing the throbbing ache that had begun over his right eye, Alexander cleared his throat and found what remained of his patience. “Wow, you must be serious. I’ve never known you to offer a freebie to anyone.”

      “I am worried about the darkness in you, Alexander.”

      He nodded. “Bah. Who could have darkness in a wonderland like this?” He gestured to the postcard views surrounding New Horizons.

      Gu stared at him, unblinking, which unnerved the hell out of him.

      “I’ll think about it,” Alexander murmured despite his better judgment.

      A smile warmed the older man’s face and he bowed. “As you wish. Don’t say I didn’t warn you if you wait and things go terribly wrong. The universe has a way of working these things out if you don’t deal with them yourself.” The man shuffled off toward the meditation center, gravel crunching under his sandals.

      “For the love of the Mountain,” he muttered to Nyx, rolling his eyes as he bound up the stairs. “I need a damned drink.”

      He reached the second floor and slid his key into the lock to his apartment. The one-room flat was perfect for him. Small, quiet, and with enough extra room to serve as an art studio. He pushed open the door.

      And a man the size of a bull slammed into him. His head slapped the floor to the sound of Nyx’s screams.
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      The first thing Alexander noticed when he regained consciousness was the absence of Nyx on his shoulder. A twinge of dread shot through him, and he forced his eyes open and searched for her in a panic. He struggled against restraints that bound his wrists. If anyone had hurt her…

      A dark, hulking figure stepped into his field of vision. Dark hair, dark eyes that always seemed to reflect fire even when there was none, and a physique expertly trained to inflict maximum damage. Alexander tugged harder against his bindings. “Gabriel.”

      “Calm down, brother. We need to talk. It’s important.”

      He blinked slowly, then swallowed past the rage in his throat. “Are you real?”

      “Of course I’m real. What else would I be?”

      He glanced away. Reality wasn’t always an easy thing for Alexander to ground himself in lately, and considering he’d smacked his head hard that morning, it seemed reasonable to check. Still, the familiar smoky scent that filled the room was definitely Gabriel’s. His brother was there, and that nugget of truth burned in his craw more than the smoke.

      When their mother had cast them into this world, she’d insisted they settle in separate lands. Any extended amount of time in the same area would produce a concentrated magical signature their murderous uncle might use to find them and kill them, the same way he’d killed their older brother. It was why Alexander had settled so far from his siblings and eventually lost touch with most of them.

      As many questions as he had about why his brother was there, his first priority was his pet. “What have you done with Nyx?”

      “Who?”

      “My hawk.” He growled, low and threatening. Threats were all he could make. Alexander had spent his childhood as an unwilling participant in Gabriel’s training regime; he’d only ever won a fight against the dragon once, and even then, there had been extenuating circumstances. On a good day, Gabriel could easily kick his ass. It had been a long time between good days for Alexander and even longer since he’d had a good meal. On the other hand, judging by the sheer size of his warrior brother, Gabriel had maintained his peak physical condition. That didn’t mean Alexander planned to cooperate. Hell, no. There were more ways to win a battle than brute strength.

      Gabriel’s dark eyebrows snapped together over the bridge of his nose. “The hawk is there with my wife.” He pointed toward a dark-haired and obviously pregnant woman standing by the window. Nyx was happily perched on her arm. Odd. He couldn’t remember the hawk ever intentionally acknowledging, let alone fraternizing with, another person other than he or Maiara.

      Seeing her so comfortable with the woman caused a strange uneasy feeling in his chest. He made a kissing sound to call her to him, but she stayed where she was. Damn bird. Couldn’t get rid of her most of the time and now she was all chummy with his brother’s… wife?

      Alexander’s head snapped up. “Wife? Did you say wife? You’re married?”

      “And mated,” Gabriel said. A slight smile softened the harsh lines of his mouth. “This is Raven.”

      Well, that was that. This had to be real. Alexander could never imagine a woman who would put up with his brother, let alone marry him. Raven was round bellied but otherwise reedy, with long hair the color of polished ebony, Mediterranean features, and light eyes that held wisdom beyond her years. An old soul. She smelled strange, unlike anything he’d ever encountered before. He took a deeper sniff. What was she? Not simply human, that was for sure.

      She rubbed a circle over her beach-ball-size belly. “Nice to meet you. I apologize for the way my husband said hello. He thought you’d run if he didn’t knock you down and tie you up like an animal.” She gave Gabriel a disapproving look.

      “He was right,” Alexander admitted. “If I’d seen him coming, he’d never have found me. Anyway, we’re supposed to stay apart, or hasn’t he told you?”

      “She knows. And that’s why I’m here. I have news, brother. News that changes everything.” Gabriel dragged the other hard wooden chair out from the table and took a seat across from him. “Our forced separation is officially over.”

      A chill crawled evenly along Alexander’s vertebra and made his scalp itch. He could not have heard his brother right. “What are you talking about?”

      “We do not have to stay apart anymore. In fact, it would be an extremely bad idea for us to do so. Everything we were told when we left Paragon was a lie.”

      As Alexander tried to process the revelation Gabriel had just shared—was it true or was this some kind of a trick?—he heard footsteps and turned his head to find Raven moving for the door, the hawk still on her arm. “I’ll update the others while you two chat.”

      Alexander tensed. “You can’t take Nyx with you.” He growled. “She can’t go outside without me. She’s, uh, trained only for me. You might lose her.”

      Raven’s eyebrows bobbed as if she’d never considered the idea that the hawk couldn’t go where it pleased. She nudged Nyx onto his shoulder. “She’s beautiful. You’ve taken great care of her. I’ve never seen a domesticated hawk before.”

      He nodded at her, relieved to feel the familiar weight of the bird again. “Who else is here?” he asked, nodding toward the door. “You said there were others.”

      “Rowan, her mate, Nick, and Tobias,” Raven answered lightly.

      “Rowan is mated?”

      Raven gave him a soft smile. “So is Tobias but his wife is not able to travel like the rest of us.”

      Pain radiated from the center of Alexander’s chest, and he doubled over in his chair, his breath coming faster. “Everyone is mated?”

      Gabriel grumbled, “Raven…”

      She glanced in his direction and spread her hands. “I’m sorry, Alexander. I wasn’t thinking. I shouldn’t have unloaded that on you all at once.”

      Sweat broke out on his forehead, and he swallowed hard. “Please leave.”

      Raven backed away, and he heard the door open and close.

      “She was just answering your question. She didn’t realize—”

      “I know.” Alexander closed his eyes against the wrenching pain. “How far along is she?”

      “About four and a half months.”

      “Congratulations. I didn’t know dragons could impregnate humans.” He shook his head. “Is she human? Her scent is unfamiliar. I can’t put my finger on it.”

      Gabriel’s expression closed off like Alexander had sprung a trap, and he found himself no longer staring into the face of his brother but a deadly dragon warrior. Whoa! That was a face he’d never wished to see again.

      “I’m not here to talk about my wife.”

      Made uncomfortable by the intensity of his older brother’s stare, Alexander shifted in his chair. “Why are you here, Gabriel? Really?” He’d had just about enough of this crazy visit. Enough of being tied to a freaking chair. And enough of feeling helpless. He lowered his voice. “You know as well as I do that I’m not strong enough to take you, but I am crazy enough to shift and wreck what few possessions I have here if you don’t get to the point and untie me now.” He leveled a deadly serious stare on his brother. “You may be stronger, but I’ve got a helluva lot less to lose.”

      “I’m here to tell you we were wrong,” Gabriel said in a voice so low and gritty it reminded Alexander of asphalt. “About everything. Paragon. Mother. Brynhoff.”

      “I heard you the first time you said it, but I don’t understand. How could this be true?”

      “Eleanor didn’t send us to this realm to save us. She sent us here to get us out of the way.”

      Alexander stilled, waiting for the punch line or at least an explanation. He hadn’t heard the name Eleanor in over three hundred years, not since he was a prince of Paragon and palace guests would address his mother as Queen Eleanor. It was disconcerting to hear it fall from his brother’s lips.

      And he’d mentioned Brynhoff, the king and also his uncle, their kingdom having been ruled by brother and sister for millennia. Brynhoff had murdered Alexander’s eldest brother, Marius, at what was supposed to be Marius’s coronation. The bloody coup had been the last time he’d seen his parents or his uncle and had changed everything for him as well as his seven remaining siblings.

      “What the hell are you talking about? Mother saved us. She used her magic to send us here. It would have drained her. It cost her life as well as Father’s.” Alexander’s last memory of Paragon was of his father, Killian, defending their mother from Brynhoff as her ring glowed and her magic plowed into him.

      “It was all a lie.” A muscle in Gabriel’s jaw twitched.

      “And you know this how?” He’d seen the coup with his own eyes, experienced the shock and terror of being cast between dimensions.

      “I returned to Paragon.”

      It was a good thing he was sitting down, because Alexander could’ve been knocked over with one of Nyx’s feathers at the confession. He planted his feet and scooted the chair back from the table, placing space between himself and his brother. “Why the fuck would you do that?”

      There was a long pause while his older brother seemed to choose his words carefully. “I was dying. I thought magic from Mother’s spell book might cure me.” His eyes snapped to Alexander’s. “She was there, Alexander, on the throne, next to Brynhoff. She was ruling by his side. They call her empress now.”

      A pounding pain started in Alexander’s temple. This couldn’t be real. If it was, they’d separated for no reason. Everything that had happened with Maiara was meaningless. He couldn’t accept that. There was too much guilt wrapped up in that package for him to bear.

      “Why are you here? What do I care what’s happening in Paragon?” he said.

      Gabriel’s mouth twisted. “She sent Scoria to kill us—me, my wife, and Tobias too.”

      “Scoria was here?”

      “Was. He’s dead now.”

      “By the Mountain,” he swore. Scoria had been a fierce warrior, devoted to his mother. To Paragon. If he’d truly been in this realm and been defeated, then Gabriel spoke the truth.

      “But Eleanor and Brynhoff will send others. Far from keeping us safe, separating us was meant to keep us weak and vulnerable. When we killed Scoria, we became a threat to Mother’s seat of power. You know what will happen next. Eleanor will try to pick us off, one by one. Our only hope is to unite and prepare an offensive so we’re ready for an attack.”

      Alexander scoffed. “Won’t our collective magic make us easier to find?”

      Gabriel shook his head. “What I’m about to tell you may be hard for you to accept, but you must.”

      Blinking slowly, Alexander couldn’t help but laugh. “I threw myself off the side of a cliff this morning.” He watched his brother recoil. “What exactly do you think you’re going to tell me that I won’t be able to accept? I’m no one to judge.”

      Gabriel nodded in understanding. “My wife, Raven, is a very powerful witch. She can use her abilities to hide us from Eleanor.”

      Of all the things Alexander thought his brother might say, he was not expecting this. It explained why he’d clammed up earlier when Alexander had asked about Raven’s humanity though. Dragons were expressly forbidden from mating with witches. It was said that the offspring of such a union would be a monster capable of leveling Paragon and everyone in it. Dragon-witch pairings had been outlawed in Paragon since the early fourth century when the Witch Queen of Darnuith had attempted to overthrow the kingdom of Paragon.

      He laughed. “A… a witch? You’ve gone and married an actual spell-casting witch?” He locked eyes with his brother. When Gabriel didn’t deny it, Alexander laughed, his eyebrows reaching for the ceiling. “And she’s pregnant! No wonder Paragon wants you dead. The favorite of the kingdom has shattered the crown’s most sacred edict.”

      “I wouldn’t call it the most sacred,” Gabriel murmured.

      Alexander grew serious. “I’m in no place to tell you what to do, Gabriel. If you came for my blessing, you have it. As for the other part, the part about Mother coming to kill me, let her come. She’d be doing me a favor.” He leaned back against the chair and closed his eyes. “Now untie me.”

      “You really want to die?” The disapproval in Gabriel’s voice raked Alexander’s skin.

      “It’s more complicated than a yes or no answer.” Alexander opened his eyes to find Gabriel untying his wrists. He tugged them free and rubbed the circulation back into his limbs.

      “Can I ask you one thing?” His brother frowned at him from above.

      “Why not?” In for a penny, in for a pound, right? The sooner he answered Gabriel’s questions, the sooner he’d get back to his solitude.

      “How did you find a hawk that looks exactly like Maiara’s?”

      Alexander glanced at Nyx and then back at his brother. “I didn’t. This is the same hawk.”
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      The Owl’s Roost Public House was a seedy establishment, even by human standards, and Alexander had learned more than he wanted to know about human standards. He’d spent the past year traveling up the coast of Europe from a place called Crete, to the port of Genoa, to Barcelona, Marseille, London, sometimes by sea on vessels whose accommodations were suitable only for the rats who inhabited them, and sometimes by land, riding on beasts of burden and bedding down anywhere they could find.

      They’d wound up in a place called the Isle of Wight, where a man named William Penn convinced Gabriel to board a merchant vessel for the New World. After seeing port after vermin-infested port in the area they called Europe, all of them had longed for a new world, and so they’d boarded a ship called the Canterbury weeks ago and ended up here.

      “I don’t think Penn was a reputable source.” Alexander scowled. “This New World is even filthier and wilder than the old one.” He took pencil to paper and continued his sketch of the place. At the front of the Owl’s Roost was a bar that housed kegs of beer and whiskey shipped in from Europe, manned by a gray-haired chap with a tangled beard who also served as the innkeeper. The light in the place was courtesy of candles. Their table was circular with a half dozen simple wood chairs around it.

      “Don’t tell me you miss the palace.” Rowan smoothed the heavy wool of her dress. He wondered how she could stand the fashion here for females. The sheer weight and cumbersome nature of what she wore would have driven him mad. He sketched her straight back and mischievous grin, taking great care to capture the impish sparkle in her eyes.

      “Don’t you? Maybe not the palace, per se, but the conveniences. I haven’t been able to paint in months, and my skin is itching to shift.” He’d purchased paper and charcoal pencils in Italy, and in his sketchbook, kept a record of the people and places they’d seen, but it wasn’t the same as paint and canvas, two things that didn’t lend to constant travel.

      There was a pause in conversation as a barmaid with a head of red curls and a bulbous nose arrived, slinging pewter mugs of dark ale to each of them. Alexander gulped a healthy dose of the brew. It was no Tribiscal wine, but its charm was undeniable. Gabriel ordered a course of venison stew from the woman.

      After the barmaid had waddled back toward the bar, Rowan answered him. “No, I don’t miss it at all. Yes, these humans are strange and sometimes violent. We must be careful where and when we shift as not to attract undue attention from them or from Brynhoff if he’s tracing our magic as Mother warned. But at least we are free to do as we wish. The palace was a prison.” She shuddered.

      For Rowan, Alexander realized, their ancestral home had indeed been a prison, maybe more so than for the rest of them. As the one and only princess of Paragon, their parents had kept her safe inside a gilded cage, only let out to fan her feathers for the social elite. Could he blame her for enjoying her newfound freedom?

      Gabriel’s mug landed with a thud on the roughhewn table, which rocked on its uneven legs. “This new world will make things easier. Penn told of vast land, miles upon miles of wild forest, fresh water, and unpopulated territory. There will be plenty of room for us to establish our own kingdoms, fill our treasure rooms, and avoid humans so we can shift at will.”

      Alexander was looking forward to settling anywhere. All this travel had left him feeling unmoored and slightly discombobulated. He longed for structure and normalcy again, and although he didn’t miss the palace in many regards, he did miss the routine of palace life. He sampled the ale again and daydreamed of his own palace and his own kingdom.

      “I borrowed this from the captain of our vessel,” Tobias interjected, removing a roll of parchment from inside his coat and unrolling it on the table. Invisibility had served them well here, where humans were unaware of their nature as dragons and feared anything that could not be seen. They’d found it relatively easy to avoid detection when it suited them. What Tobias called borrowing was more likely slipping into the captain’s chambers and removing the item from his desk.

      Alexander leaned over the table to get a better look. A map. Tobias was always the practical one. He wouldn’t entrust their fate into the care of outsiders. With this, they would know where they wanted to go and what to ask for.

      “These”—Tobias pointed to a series of odd-shaped blocks of land along the eastern coast—“are what they call the colonies. The humans have only recently settled there in any number, are predominantly agrarian and have little available cash. I am told most barter for goods. Our pounds sterling will go far here, but the jewels may be useless if we can find no one to buy them.”

      Gabriel pressed his lips together and grunted his agreement.

      Tobias pointed to a mass of land to the west with few markings. “This is New France. I am told the colonies are few and far between. Wild, unsettled land just waiting to be claimed by our magic. All we need is someone who has been to this area, who can tell us where there is game to eat and materials for a proper domain.”

      A laugh came from behind them, and the barmaid slid bowls of stew onto the table. “That ain’t nothing but soldiers and fur trappers,” she said, nodding at the place Tobias’s finger pressed into the section of the map. “Everything else is filled with savages. No place for civilized folk.”

      “Savages?”

      She wiped her hands on her smock in an act of exasperation. “The filthy Indians! They’ll scalp you as soon as look at you. Skin your hide if you step where you don’t belong.” She pointed at the expanse to the west. “You go there, you better arm yourself. It’s no place for a lady if you don’t mind me saying so, especially not now with the cold and the snow coming.” She looked pointedly at Rowan.

      “Where is a good place for a lady?” Rowan asked quickly.

      “Aye, if it were me, I’d go to New York. I’ve heard things are nice there. Plenty of meat and ale. Young strapping lads with good solid homes who would be interested in a wee thing like you. If I were younger, that be where I’d go.”

      Rowan leaned back and crossed her arms over her chest. “That’s where I want to go, the place with the food and warm strapping lads.” She waggled her eyebrows.

      “Rowan!” Gabriel boomed.

      Alexander flared his eyes at his sister, who laughed and drank her ale around a smirk.

      “She’s a feisty one, she is.” The woman nodded and retreated toward the kitchen.

      “You can’t control me here, Gabriel,” Rowan said, suddenly earnest. “I’ll go on my own if I have to. I have no desire to wade through forests and valleys of unsettled territory.”

      This unleashed a painfully intense lecture from Gabriel about the need to stay together despite their plan to settle apart. As their oldest living sibling, Gabriel had named himself their leader and took pleasure in bossing them around. King Gabriel of the nonexistent dragon land of exiled Paragonians.

      Alexander rolled his eyes and sketched his brother standing on his chair, dressed in a robe and powdered wig and banging his fist upon his opposite palm. He bent the page so Gabriel would not see and chuckled as he added a bit of sprayed spit to his drawing. By the Mountain, his brother could be an overbearing cockalorum.

      “If it’s so great, go on your own, Gabriel! I’ll be in New York,” Rowan said, her unyielding stare matching their older brother’s.

      Alexander smiled at his sister’s pluck. In Paragon, Rowan had been silenced by the expectations of the crown. She’d suffered her entire life, bearing the burden of other people’s wants and needs, especially their mother’s. Only through art had Alex succeeded in bringing his sister out of her shell, coaxing her personality forth in the form of oils on canvas.

      But the next hour, she’d be at some royal function once again performing her duties like a trained dog, all the fire drained from her spirit. He saw that fire now. It had awakened more every day they were away from Paragon, and he, for one, was happy to see it.

      Gabriel, however, seemed much less enthused about the change in their sister. “Living among the humans is risky. They will expect you to conform to their ways.”

      “I’ll get by,” she replied, chin raised. “Anyway, I think we should all split the remainder of the jewels and choose one of these colonies to settle down in. They cover a considerable area, plenty far apart. If each of us chooses a different one, Brynhoff will never find us.”

      Gabriel’s response was undermined when the front door opened and an icy wind blew through the establishment, ruffling Alexander’s hair. He looked up to find a slight, hooded figure had stepped inside, layered in furs and skins with a bow and quiver slung over one shoulder and tall moccasins fitted below the knee with strips of leather.

      The person—he could not tell if they were male or female—reminded him of the elves of the kingdom of Rogos in his home world, built small with long, lean limbs. But the most unusual part of the stranger’s ensemble was a red-tailed hawk perched on the thick animal hide covering the person’s shoulders. The bird of prey had eyes of amber, an impressive wingspan, and talons that Alexander thought the man or woman must still be able to feel through the pelt.

      The background din in the public house suddenly quieted, and all the patrons turned to face the door.

      “Filthy savage,” a man muttered.

      Alexander shot the man a nasty glare and gripped his ale tighter. The stranger wasn’t filthy or savage. In fact, he found the visitor rather enticing and mysterious. A strong urge to sketch the newcomer overcame him, and he flipped his paper over to start a new drawing. He wished he could see the stranger’s face. Would they have the pointed ears of an elf as well as the stature?

      Two hands emerged from the fur cape and brushed back the hood, and Alexander’s pencil stopped.

      The stranger was a woman with long, dark hair that fell glossy and sleek to her shoulders and beyond, disappearing inside her cape. High cheekbones marked a face notable for its strong, proud edges, with luminescent amber skin that seemed to radiate sunlight.

      Her eyes were deepest ebony and shaped more like the elves of his world than the humans they’d met in Europe, although her ears were not elvish. Her hollowed cheeks suggested she was hungry and had been for some time.

      Instantly, deep within his torso, Alexander’s dragon stirred, creating a visceral tug in her direction. He sniffed the air to appease its curiosity. That was strange. Since they’d arrived here, his inner dragon hadn’t taken an interest in the human population. This one, though, was different.

      His nostrils flared. Fallen leaves, oak bark, pine, and fresh crisp air. She smelled of freedom and the wild. He blinked slowly, taking it in.

      She strode toward an empty table, the hawk shifting with her movement, followed by the judgmental gazes of the other patrons. Alexander didn’t understand. How could they all not be as taken with her beauty as he was? Why did their mouths twist in distaste? She was a breath of fresh air in the otherwise stale room.

      The barmaid who’d served them rushed forward and blocked the empty table with her body. “That one’s reserved.” She stood with an irritable expression, arms spread wide.

      The stranger turned and headed for another table, this one both empty and in a shadowy corner of the hall. Alexander scowled. She was giving in, trying to place herself out of sight to avoid the obvious scorn of the other patrons. But she had no reason to hide. It was these people who should be hiding.

      “That one’s reserved as well,” the barmaid said without a hint of a smile. No sugar to ease her poisonous words.

      The barkeep piped up. “We don’t serve your kind here.” As if to pound in his point, he retrieved a musket from behind the bar and dropped it on the counter.

      The woman and her hawk pivoted to face the gray-haired man and considered him, her gaze as cold and hard as ice. Alexander thought the man might turn to stone under the power of that gaze. This woman might have been small in stature, but she was strong of will. He immediately respected that.

      The barkeep raised his chin defiantly and placed his hand on his weapon.

      Hot ire flushed Alexander’s skin. He thrust to his feet, his chair scraping the floor as his knees drove it back from the table. Every eye in the room turned on him. He didn’t shy away from the stares but stood straighter, using his above-average size to maximum advantage. “This woman is with me,” he stated decisively.

      “Alexander, what are you doing?” Tobias said under his breath.

      Gabriel hissed a note of warning.

      Ignoring his brothers, Alexander extended his hand toward the stranger. “Please.”
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      Despite the pained expressions of his family and the hateful outrage of the patrons in the Owl’s Roost, Alexander gestured for the native woman to join him.

      “Are you listening? She ain’t allowed in here!” the barkeep bellowed.

      He turned the heat of his stare on the plump, bearded man. “Are you suggesting that my brothers and I must find another establishment to spend our coin?”

      They’d rented all the rooms in the small inn and, Alexander suspected, had paid for them overmuch. Considering his and his brothers’ size relative to that of the human population, Alexander was counting on the barkeep’s reluctance to start trouble. He was relieved when the portly man moved the musket under the counter.

      “Fine. But the bird waits outside,” the barkeep insisted, pointing his thumb toward the door.

      Alexander focused on the Indian woman, his fingers still extended toward her beseechingly. For a moment she seemed frozen, her gaze tracing the line from the tips of his fingers to his face before locking onto his eyes. The hall became so quiet Alexander could hear the ragged inhale of his own breath. Did she understand English? Did she understand he was inviting her to dine with them?

      Finally, as if she’d made a momentous decision, her shoulders drooped and she marched to the front door. With more force than necessary, she threw it open, allowing in a gust of cold that drew hateful snipes from the other patrons. The hawk flew off toward the darkening sky with a shrill cry that pierced the late afternoon chill. The native woman released the door, cutting off the rush of cold, and returned to his table.

      Dragons had a way with languages. Their magic allowed them to understand and be understood with little effort. Not knowing what language she spoke though, he gestured for her to join them and shoved Tobias out of the chair beside him. Due to his inherent good nature, his brother chuckled and switched to one of the open chairs at their table. Gabriel wasn’t as accommodating. He glowered at Alexander in warning.

      The woman took a deep breath before sitting. Alexander waited as she removed her bow and quiver, a leather satchel, and her outer fur cloak. She piled them beside her chair. Underneath it all, she wore deerskin breeches and a belted tunic. By this world’s standards, her manner of dress might be uncivilized compared to the dress Rowan wore, but she was as pleasant to his eye as any woman he’d ever seen here. He cared nothing for this world’s traditions anyway.

      “I need food and drink,” she said in perfect English. Her chin was high, but he did not miss the way her jaw clenched under her hollow cheeks. She was proud, this lone woman. For her, it wouldn’t be easy to ask for help. “I have come a long way, and I am afraid they will not serve me.” Her voice wavered marginally on the last words. Without a doubt she’d felt the edge of hunger.

      He intended to see her belly full before the end of this night. Without a word, Alexander slid his own bowl of venison stew in front of her. Gabriel, after a flash of momentary surprise, raised his hand to get the barmaid’s attention and ordered more stew and another round of ale.

      “You speak English,” Alexander said.

      “Yes. Very well. My father was a fur trapper.”

      “My name is Alexander,” he said, extending his hand toward her. She eyed it skeptically.

      “I am Maiara.” She did not shake his hand but began eating the stew before her.

      “The people here, why do they call you savage when you speak their language and your father is English?” Alexander pushed aside politeness to ask. His curiosity drove him to find out more about this mysterious woman. Her nearness exaggerated the pull he’d felt toward her earlier, and he flattened his hand on the table to keep from touching her.

      She looked at him from beneath her lashes and smiled without showing any teeth. “My mother’s people are not well understood by white men. I look like my mother.”

      Rowan nudged him, widened her eyes, and tapped her fingers against her cheek. This was an aspect of this world Alexander was still trying to understand. People here divided themselves by the color of their skin. He found the tradition odd, inconvenient, and unjust.

      Dragons had the ability to transform themselves into any color they desired, but their natural complexion varied widely in hue. Their magic had chosen their current pale appearance; magic designed to help them blend in to their new surroundings.

      “It is wrong for them to treat you as they have,” he said.

      Maiara took another bite of stew. The barmaid returned with another dish and a pint, dropping them in front of Alexander from enough of a height that the spoon rattled against the bowl and a bit of the ale splattered over the edge. He wiped up the mess before pushing the extra pint toward her.

      “You are welcome among us, Maiara.” Alexander said her name with reverence. Their eyes locked again, and he had to swallow down the rising rush of intrigued dragon.

      Always focused on practicalities, Tobias cleared his throat and smoothed his pale blond hair. “Maiara, my brother meant only to help you, but I wonder if I may ask you a favor. You said your father was a trapper. Do you know the wilds of New France?”

      She swallowed what was in her mouth. It was impossible to miss how hungrily she devoured the stew. He hadn’t touched his bowl in case she desired a second helping.

      “Where do you wish to go?” Her grip trembled around the handle of the spoon, and he wondered how long it had been since she’d last eaten.

      Tobias pointed to the blank space where the map blended into uncharted territory.

      “I know the ways, but that place is not for you. Very few of your kind have the ability to survive there. The tribes will not be welcoming to outsiders.”

      “These people are not our kind.” Alexander interrupted with a broad gesture toward the other patrons.

      Tobias elbowed him hard in the side. It was forbidden to tell humans what they were. It was too dangerous to share their secret. “What my brother means is that we are interested in establishing our own land and way of living. We want to go somewhere there are no other people.”

      Her brows furrowed over a frown. “How will you survive? Even if you waited until spring, you are too few to work the land.”

      “We cannot wait until spring,” Gabriel said. “We must go soon.”

      A sound like a muffled laugh came from Maiara, and Alexander watched her hide her amusement by taking a long drink of her ale. “No guide will take you there now. Winter approaches and the path you must take is rough and narrow. If you don’t freeze to death, you will likely starve to death. If you stray from the path, either the French or one of the Iroquois tribes will kill you.”

      “Iroquois?”

      “There are many native tribes that count themselves as Iroquois. Here, we are surrounded by Mohawk trading routes, and they will not tolerate ignorance of their boundaries.”

      “Are you Iroquois?”

      She shook her head. “I am Potawatomi. We are Algonquian. These are the names the white men call us. In my language we are Anishinabe.”

      Alexander leaned in, fascinated by Maiara’s story. Question after question formed in his mind, and he was about to inquire about her people, when Rowan blurted, “Can you take me to New York?”

      That inspired a frustrated groan from Gabriel, who brought his mug down on the table with unnecessary force. “Ignore my sister.” Gabriel pinned Rowan to her seat with a warning stare. “She is confused and ignorant of our goals.”

      Distaste twisted deep in Alexander’s chest, and he opened his mouth to defend his sister. They were no longer in Paragon. Rowan should be able to do as she wished. And who had named Gabriel as their leader in this new land anyway? In the end, the conditioning of his childhood won out. As to why exactly, he wasn’t sure. He was afraid to examine the coil of emotion that kept him silent. But he didn’t like it. He didn’t like any of it.

      Which made it all the more impactful when Maiara, a stranger in every sense of the word, spoke for him. “Your sister is wise. New York is the more sensible trip.”

      Gabriel smoothed his hand over the map. “You only say that because you think we are not suited to the hardships you’ve pointed out. What if I were to tell you the cold is not an issue for us, nor is hunger?”

      Maiara tilted her head as her eyes traveled from sibling to sibling. Her sharp gaze missed nothing. “I don’t understand.”

      “My siblings and I are abnormally resilient to the cold and are excellent, experienced hunters. It is part of the reason we desire land of our own. We are also trained warriors and do not fear these Mohawks you speak of.”

      Becoming very still, Maiara dropped her spoon into her empty bowl and seemed to consider his words. When her eyes fell on Alexander, her gaze felt hot where it moved over him and made his dragon coil and stretch inside him. He rubbed his torso to settle the beast. Down, boy.

      “I do not have the provisions to make this journey. I cannot guide you,” she stated simply. There was a hint of steel in her words, and Alexander was left to wonder why she was determined they not go into the wilds of New France.

      “We would pay you handsomely,” Gabriel said. “One hundred pounds.”

      “One hundred—” She narrowed her eyes. “Pounds sterling are limited in the colonies. If you have this amount, you should invest it here. Your return will be greater. I’m sorry to have wasted your time. Thank you for the food.” She moved as if to stand.

      Alarm rang through Alexander. If Maiara left now, he might never see her again. He placed his hand atop hers on the table. Instantly a spark like internal lightning flowed up his arm and sent his dragon roiling. He had to breathe deeply to keep his beast contained. Peculiarly, Maiara was not unaffected. She blinked at him like she was seeing him for the first time.

      “You are not from here,” she murmured.

      “No, we are not,” he agreed. “We need space and privacy.”

      “Where you wish to go, many places are occupied by peoples who have survived in these lands for generations. Some are friendly. Some are not. There are places where the people will tolerate you if you live harmoniously with them and the land. Other places are guarded by evil ones who will kill you before they speak to you.” She paused to sum them all up. “If what you say is true, and you have money for provisions, can survive the cold, and can keep yourselves fed, I can guide you safely to these lands.”

      “After you take me to New York,” Rowan said.

      Gabriel and Rowan exchanged glances. As always, Tobias was the voice of reason. “As you can see, we have much to discuss among ourselves, but we would like your help settling here, a different place for each of us, far apart and far from the general populace. Can you help us?”

      Maiara remained silent for a moment, so long that Alexander feared they’d insulted her in some unknown way. He was relieved when she swallowed and looked him squarely in the eye.

      “I will guide you.”
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      Rowan cradled Alexander’s face between her hands, trying to ignore the angry squawking of his pet hawk on his shoulder. His gaze never met hers. He stared, unseeing, across the filthy apartment as if his body was there but his mind had checked out. His skin felt clammy and his pupils were dilated.

      Throat thick with emotion, her mind raced. For years she’d suspected Alexander was in a dark place. As the owner of Zelda’s Folly, a New York gallery that frequently bought his artwork, she’d watched his paintings grow darker in both color and content. The letters she’d sent him went unanswered. It was one thing to presume her brother was depressed, quite another to see this. It was like he was trapped inside his own head.

      Sensing her increasing despair, Rowan’s mate, Nick, rubbed her back in a show of support. “Stay strong. We knew it wasn’t going to be easy.”

      “Yeah. I just didn’t expect him to be catatonic.” She focused the full weight of her attention on Gabriel. “How long’s he been like this?”

      “Since right after I told him about Mother and Paragon.” Gabriel crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the kitchen counter. “Wait, no, that’s not exactly true. He wigged out after he explained to me that this is Maiara’s hawk.” He pointed at the bird.

      Rowan flinched back slightly and frowned when it was clear Gabriel was serious. “Obviously he meant a descendant of Maiara’s hawk. Her actual hawk must have died centuries ago.”

      Gabriel shrugged. “Unfortunately, I do not believe our brother has a strong grasp on reality at the moment.”

      She sighed heavily. How often did he have these spells? And how exactly was she supposed to tear down the invisible walls he’d built around himself? Her stomach hurt. Alexander deserved better than this, and she, as the one who’d always been closest to him both in Paragon and this world, should have seen it coming. Any sister worth her salt would have thrown caution to the wind months ago and checked on him. She’d been an idiot.

      “I don’t know what to do,” she confessed. Gabriel looked as helpless as she felt.

      “Tobias took Raven into town with him to find a pharmacy that will fill a prescription for him. He thinks he can help Alexander snap out of it if he can get his hands on some human medications.”

      Her brother Tobias was a talented human doctor and an exceptional healer, but that didn’t mean he could deal with dragon-size depression. “Since when do human medications work on dragons?”

      “Tobias doesn’t think it will work on Alexander the way it would work on a human. On the contrary, he believes the drug will simply disrupt whatever thought pattern is stuck on repeat inside his head. With our metabolism, it will be out of his system in a matter of minutes, but the hope is that it will reboot his wiring.”

      Rowan placed a tender kiss on Alexander’s forehead. “I’m here, little brother. You’re going to be okay.” Alexander did not respond.

      An ache began in her chest. She’d always been closest to Alexander, ever since the day she’d been beaten raw by their mother for refusing to perform her duties as a princess, a responsibility that had included entertaining a much older dragon who couldn’t keep his hands to himself.

      Her punishment had been solitary confinement, a forced adoption of the ruse that she could not participate in the social function due to illness. She would have gone insane alone in that room day and night if not for Alexander. Her dear brother had snuck in with canvas and oils and taught her to paint. Those sessions had been her lifeline, her sanity. He’d cared for her then at great personal risk. Now she would care for him.

      Her head felt hot, and she whirled on Gabriel, crossing her arms to avoid striking out. “This is your fault.”

      “How so?” Gabriel spread his hands as if the idea perplexed him.

      “You pushed him too hard. You always push too hard. Not everyone is a hardened soldier like you. Alexander has always been sensitive. You know that.” She pointed a finger at Gabriel’s face. “You should have been more careful with him.”

      Jaw tightening, Gabriel slapped her finger away from his nose. “At least I did something. You’ve known he was mentally disturbed for years and have done nothing but buy the evidence of it and sell it to the highest bidder.”

      Rowan inhaled sharply as the barb hit too close to home. Yes, she’d purchased his paintings and sold them in her gallery in New York, but that was because she wanted to make sure he was taken care of financially. A niggling of guilt wormed its way inside her. Was her brother right? Had she purposely chosen to ignore the signs?

      “Hey! Don’t touch my girl like that.” Nick’s New York accent grew stronger with his anger. “Rowan thought she couldn’t be in the same room with Alexander without risking your uncle killing them both. Give her a fucking break already.”

      “Your girl needs to keep her finger out of my face,” Gabriel snapped. “She also needs to remember that Alexander’s so-called sensitivity is debatable. He trained with the rest of us, and I’ve personally seen his dragon eat a man’s head like it was a cheese puff.”

      “Those were extreme circumstances,” Rowan protested.

      “He ate someone’s head?” Nick’s eyebrows shot up, and he studied Alexander like he’d been given a new window into his character.

      “It was a long time ago,” Rowan said. “And the head in question belonged to an evil bastard who had it coming.” A scuff on the back of his jacket caught her eye, and she ran her hand along his shoulders. Her fingers caught in a tear in the leather, freeing a lodged pebble. She grimaced as it bounced off the chair and onto the floor. “It looks like he was in an accident.”

      Nick frowned. “What kind of accident would be responsible for these lines on his wrists?” Rowan saw the detective in her mate rising to the surface. He examined Alexander’s arms as if he were at a crime scene.

      “Those are marks from the rope I used to tie him up,” Gabriel admitted.

      “What?” Rowan’s voice came out high and sharp. “Why did you tie him up?”

      “I needed something to hold him to the chair while he was unconscious.” Shame rippled through her older brother’s expression but disappeared in an instant. Just like Gabriel to dismiss his part in this. He hadn’t expressed near enough regret for what he’d done. Her older brother could be a stinking brute on the best of days.

      “Are you telling me that you first knocked him out and then bound him to a chair? What the hell is wrong with you?” She punched Gabriel in the bicep and was rewarded with a small sense of satisfaction when he grunted in pain.

      “Oww! His fuckin’ bird bit me!” Nick pulled his hand away from Alexander, blood bubbling on his knuckle. The hawk flapped her wings and repositioned herself on Alexander’s shoulders.

      “There’s something odd about that bird,” Gabriel said.

      “Ya think? Who keeps a hawk as a pet?” Rowan led Nick to the kitchen sink and ran his finger under cold water, then grabbed a take-out napkin from a pile on the counter and pressed it to the bite.

      Gabriel planted his hands on his hips and cocked his head slightly as he squinted at the hawk. His nostrils flared. “Do me a favor and smell her.”

      Rowan nudged Nick. “Would you mind waiting outside for a minute? I can’t smell anything over your scent.”

      “Sure.” He placed a light kiss on her lips before he slipped from the apartment.

      She drifted toward her little brother, keeping a wary eye on Nyx, who watched her with blazing amber eyes surrounded by smooth russet feathers. Rowan focused on the bird and inhaled deeply through her nose. Her inner dragon sorted the scent.

      There was the tang she associated with a natural predator. Nyx smelled like any bird of prey, like she was supposed to smell. She was about to tell Gabriel as much when a secondary metallic odor hit her palate. An aftertaste. Underneath the layers of wild fowl was an unmistakable scent of magic. She inhaled deeper.

      “It just hit you, didn’t it?” Gabriel said.

      “She smells like Maiara’s magic.”

      “Exactly.”

      “The question is why?” Exhaustion overcame her, and Rowan rubbed her eyes. Their early-morning flight to Sedona had been overly long and subject to delays, and she desperately needed a cup of coffee. Although Gabriel had procured rooms for them at this retreat compound, she hadn’t had a chance to rest and hadn’t eaten anything either. No matter, she hardly felt hungry. Her younger brother’s withdrawn state had chased away her appetite. The unease left behind created an uncomfortable sensation low in her belly.

      “We never fully understood Maiara’s abilities. We were new to this world. We didn’t know it was unusual for a human to practice magic back then. If she was a witch like Raven, perhaps this bird was her familiar. She might have used her magic to make it immortal.”

      Rowan reached for the bird but withdrew her hand just as quick when it snapped at her fingers. “Immortal and crabby.” She backed off and crossed her arms, tucking her fingers out of view of Nyx.

      A knock came on the door, and Gabriel opened it for Tobias, Raven, and Nick, who entered, arms full of groceries.

      “What’s all this?” Gabriel said. “I thought you were going to the pharmacy?”

      Tobias flashed a dazzling white smile. “Food, drinks, cleaning supplies. Once we wake him up, we’re going to need to get him to eat something. I’ve never seen a more emaciated dragon.”

      Rowan dropped her shoulders and rolled her head to stretch her neck in an effort to relieve some of her stored-up tension. A small sense of relief filled her. Tobias would know how to snap Alexander from his unresponsive state. He seemed to have a solid game plan.

      “And if we don’t clean in here soon, I’m going to be sick. It smells like something died, and the baby makes me hypersensitive.” Raven dug into one of the bags and withdrew a bottle of disinfectant.

      “Where is Willow?” Gabriel asked, seemingly irritated by the idea of his wife cleaning. Willow, Rowan remembered, was Alexander’s oread, one of the nymphs they’d met when they’d come to this world. Oreads and dragons had a symbiotic relationship; the nymphs fed off dragon energy, and in return they served them in a domestic capacity. Rowan had left her oread behind in New York to maintain her residence there. She had no idea what had happened to Alexander’s.

      Raven shrugged. “Gabriel, it’s not going to hurt the baby if I wipe a counter.”

      Gabriel started to object, but Nick interrupted him. “No, ahh, I got it.” He plucked the spray bottle from between Raven’s hands. “I need something to do to stay busy or I’ll get my fingers bit off sticking them where they don’t belong.” He gave the hawk a sideways glance. “You, take a load off.”

      Rowan gave him a quick peck on his cheek. Despite the trials of his past, he maintained a generous spirit. It was one of the many reasons she loved him.

      “Here goes nothing,” Tobias said. He injected a clear liquid into Alexander’s arm. Her brother’s eyelids fluttered, but he didn’t respond to Tobias’s prodding.

      Rowan knelt in front of her younger brother and gazed up into his still face. “Why isn’t he snapping out of it?”

      “Give it a chance,” Tobias said.

      Alexander groaned.

      “Oh, thank the Mountain,” Rowan said under her breath.

      As if on instinct, Alexander turned his head to check that Nyx was on his shoulder. He rubbed his palms along his thighs. When he spoke, his voice was low and threatening. “All of you, get the hell out of my house.”

      Rowan spread her arms and forced a light note into her voice. “Is that any way to greet your favorite sister?”

      His face softened and he rose to embrace her in a quick hug that included three firm thumps at the center of her back. “Okay. Now, get the hell out.”

      It was such an Alexander response, she snorted. “I’m not going anywhere. We need to talk. Did you know I’m mated?” When he hung his head like he was exhausted, she went on. “Come on, Alex. Talk to me. Please.”

      His eyes narrowed as if he were deliberating between flashing her the middle finger or tolerating her for a few minutes more. After a long pause, he raised his chin and said, “Fine. Just you.” He glanced at Gabriel. “Everyone else, out!”

      Rowan leveled a stare on Gabriel and he relented. He and the others left without another word.

      Alexander rubbed his wrists. “He can be such an asshole.”

      “Undisputed,” she said. “Now it’s just you and me. Tell me where you went just now. You scared the hell out of me.”

      He nuzzled the bird on his shoulder and stroked her feathers. “I was thinking about Maiara.”

      “What about Maiara?”

      “There’s something I never told you about the night we met her.”
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      No respectable excuse existed for Alexander to follow Maiara from the Owl’s Roost, but he could not resist. He told himself he was concerned for her well-being, but there was nothing incapable about her. On the contrary, she exuded strength and understood this world better than he did. But night had fallen while they discussed their plans, and he felt strange allowing her to go into the freezing darkness on her own.

      Whatever had caused this deep need to protect her was unreasonable and uninvited. But it was also undeniable. All he wanted to know was that she was safe and sound and had found a decent place to spend the night.

      After how they’d treated her at the public house, he was afraid all the inns would be similarly resistant to her occupying their rooms. And if that were the case, he planned to offer her a room even if he had to sneak her inside.

      His concern for her increased exponentially when she exited the boundaries of the town and walked into the forest by the light of the moon, which tonight was round and full in the star-filled sky. He cloaked himself in invisibility and followed at a distance, careful so she wouldn’t hear his footsteps.

      Raising her arm, she released a long, low whistle. A few moments later, he heard a rustle of feathers and her red-tailed hawk swept in, landing on her offered perch, and chattered at her.

      “Shh, shh, Nikan. I am sorry it took so long, but I brought you something.” She fed the bird a strip of meat she must have squirreled away from the stew she’d eaten. The bird gulped it down. “It’s not much. I hope you were able to hunt while you waited for me.”

      The hawk swallowed and chattered once again.

      “No. There will be no bed for us tonight. This place is inhospitable to our kind.” Nikan squawked and flapped on her arm.

      Alexander didn’t like the sound of that. Did she plan to sleep outside? That wouldn’t do at all.

      “Yes, I do think he was the one I dreamed about,” she said to the bird, and his skin tingled. Was she talking about him? “His energy is… unusual.” The bird cooed in response. “I’m not sure what it means, but Mother wanted me to meet him. I am certain. Besides, we need the coin for winter.”

      Deep among the trees, she stopped before a large twisting oak. “Here we are.”

      He froze when she began to undress. What was she doing? It was far too cold for this. She removed her pack and weapons, then each layer of her clothing quickly, folding the pelts and skins carefully beside the base of the tree.

      Her silky skin gleamed in the moonlight, the mounds of her breasts, tips lusciously peaked, visible between the shadows of the trees. She turned and the light caught the spread of her shoulders, lean but muscled like a dragon’s, and the taper of her back down to a slim waist. The tops of her buttocks, smooth and round, were visible before the rest of her disappeared into shadow. He watched her shiver against the chill night air.

      He swallowed hard, his mouth suddenly dry. He should look away. What sorry excuse for a dragon watched an unsuspecting woman undress? No matter how much he chastised himself, he could not do it. Everything about the woman intrigued him. It took all his effort not to rush forward and wrap his wings around her to protect her from the chilly December wind.

      Battling his dragon against this inappropriate temptation, Alexander planted his feet, dug his nails into the palms of his hands, and concentrated on staying exactly where he was. If he couldn’t force himself to look away, the least he could do was not interfere. Maiara rested both her bare hands against the bark of the oak and suddenly and abruptly disappeared. He blinked and blinked again. Had he consumed too much ale? One moment she was there beside the tree, the next she was gone. Completely gone. He stumbled forward, dropping his invisibility and rushing toward the tree.

      Right, then left, he searched the woods for her. Her scent lingered in the air. He tried to follow it but only ended up back at the tree. He ran his hand along the fur cape she’d folded at the base, her deerskin clothing beneath it. She’d definitely been there. How far could she travel naked as she was?

      Perfectly still, he held his breath and listened. A rabbit scratched its ear a few yards away, and a bird ruffled its feathers directly above him. He looked up. The red-tailed hawk was in the branches of the oak, staring down at him with intense, knowing eyes that had no business being in the head of a bird.

      “Where is she?” he whispered.

      The hawk blinked twice, flapped its wings, and jumped to a higher branch, turning its back to him. No help there. He stared at the gnarled bark of the ancient tree, and a chill that had nothing to do with the cold traveled through him. No wonder they called this the New World. This was a strange land indeed.

      Feeling uneasy, he backed away and hurried to return to the Owl’s Roost. He pondered telling Gabriel what he’d seen but was relieved to find all his siblings had abandoned the main hall for their rooms upstairs. That gave him an excuse to wait and consider his options. For reasons he didn’t quite understand, he wanted to keep her secret, perhaps confront her about the tree and her nakedness. He wanted to know more, to know everything about her.

      What sort of magic had led to her disappearance? Could she make herself invisible? Dissolve into the moonlight? Did all the Indians in this new world have these abilities? The white men had called them savages. Was the term born of fear because they’d witnessed such phenomenal magic?

      When he entered his room, he found his oread, Willow, preparing his bedchamber. The creature’s skin shone like polished pearl in the flickering light of the candelabra, and Alexander wondered again at this strange world and its creatures. But his sense of wonder soon gave way to concern. Often the nymph carried his gossamer wings high, raised above his shoulders, but tonight they drooped from his back as if boneless and soaked through.

      “Willow, am I mistaken, or do I sense a melancholic air in your disposition?”

      The nymph’s voice came soft and melodic as he turned from the shelf he was dusting. “The long journey at sea has drained my reserves, my dragon. Our kind require the grounding energy of the mountain or the lush green life force of trees. Even the cool luxury of fresh water can sometimes invigorate our magic. Salt water, though, is toxic to nymphs, and we were a long time at sea before coming here. I will recover in time, with rest.”

      Alexander changed into his bedclothes, handing his linen shirt and breeches to the oread as he undressed. “When we arrived in Crete and your kind came down the mountain to greet us, I was under the impression that you fed off our energy and this partnership was advantageous to you.”

      The nymph’s eyes grew unnaturally large. “Oh, we do! Your energy has sustained me, sir, and it is my privilege to be in your employ. You’ve freed me from the prison of my mountain. But we need more to thrive. We need more to feel alive.”

      As Alexander washed up using the basin Willow had filled, he thought he understood more than he’d expected to. Losing their home in Paragon had been hard enough, but constantly moving over the past year had left him with a perpetual ache behind his breastbone. He was unmoored, rootless, and what comfort he drew from the family he still had would soon be torn apart as they again found permanent homes separated from each other. They’d survive, but could any of them thrive again?

      He climbed into bed and reached for his sketchbook. Willow had kindly placed it on his nightstand. Lifting his charcoal pencil, he began furiously drawing Maiara, the slope of her shoulder, her back, her glorious bottom. He placed her near the tree, in profile, her hands resting against the bark. It was a vivid likeness, and he caressed the long sleek darkness of her hair that cascaded down the center of her back. Staring at the drawing in the candlelight, an idea flickered to life in his head. “Willow?”

      “Sir?”

      “Are there others like you in this land? Ones who… have a relationship with the trees?”

      The oread thought for a moment. “Oreads are mountain nymphs, and my family is from Crete, where you found us. I’ve no idea what magical creatures populate this land although I would suspect dryads, er, tree nymphs and water sprites given the topography. I will say this, these humans you live among have a horrible habit of refusing to see the magic in their own world. I believe it would be stranger to think we are the only enchanted beings here than to assume we are not.”

      “Hmm.” He continued to work on his sketch. “How do you tell in this realm who is human and who is not? How would you know another nymph if you met them? I mean, if they were disguised as a human?”

      Willow paused. “I don’t understand your question, sir. Nymphs are just like you and me. If you suspect a creature isn’t human, why wouldn’t you simply ask?”

      Alexander rubbed his face. He didn’t think it was normal behavior to go around asking strangers if they were nymphs. Willow came from a place with few humans. Magical creatures were more of the norm for him. “Never mind. It was just a thought.”

      Willow’s slender fingers pressed into his chin. “If there were nymphs in this area, I doubt you’d meet them now.”

      “No? Why not?”

      “The weather here grows cold. Once the trees sleep for the winter and the waters freeze, the nymphs associated with those natural sources of magic would either sleep until spring inside their element or be stuck in their human form until the thaw. If the legends we were told as children are true, it’s a vulnerable time for their kind. I doubt very much they’d be mingling with strangers now.”

      As Willow finished cleaning Alexander’s clothes and packing them away before extinguishing the candles, all Alexander could think about was the look of desperation he’d seen on Maiara’s face when she’d first entered the Owl’s Roost. Whatever she was, she needed help, and he wanted desperately to be the one to give it to her.
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      If you wanted something done right, you had to do it yourself. Aborella’s patience had long ago run thin with every subordinate she’d sent to capture the treasure of Paragon. Now the job was proving far more frustrating than she’d foreseen.

      She’d been posing as a human named Charlotte and compelling Raven’s father, David, since June. It should have been a simple job, but he’d yet to succeed in luring the witch and Gabriel to his side. The man was useless. He seemed to have no power over his children whatsoever.

      Power was something Aborella had plenty of. In Paragon, she was considered the most powerful fairy to have ever existed, a seer and sorceress to the crown. Sorceress was a necessary descriptor. She was not a witch. Unlike witches whose magic came from the natural elements, Aborella’s power originated in life itself. Plants and herbs were the tools of her trade, but her sorcery was not limited to potions and poisons. On the contrary, by draining the life force from growing things, she could gain enough power to perform the most complex spells, along with those inherent to her fairy composition.

      Born and raised in the fae kingdom of Everfield, she’d excelled at magic from a very young age. But despite her extraordinary talents, no one there had wanted to be associated with her. The ancient runes she tattooed into her skin to enhance her power scared them, and she cared little for shallow social interactions. What need did she have for performing the dance of the five kingdoms when she could reduce a tree to dust with the touch of her finger? Which was why Eleanor was so important to her. The empress and Aborella understood each other, and their friendship had changed their world.

      Consequently, she’d agreed to come here. Eleanor wanted her children, and Aborella planned to deliver.

      Illusion had always come naturally to Aborella, and tonight was no exception. She watched herself in the full-length mirror— her naturally purple skin, her filmy, gossamer wings. The webbing was the same color silver as her irises and the platinum cascade of her hair. She thought herself quite beautiful, but unfortunately this appearance would not get her what she wanted.

      Rolling her neck, she sent a cascade of creamy white skin to cover her true complexion, red hair in place of the white. She folded her wings away and stretched her body to look like the models in the magazines. She constructed a face with a series of angular and delicate bones and colored her eyes a deep shade of emerald.

      When she was done, she donned a filmy white tunic and wide-legged flowing pants with a pair of strappy sandals. The doorbell rang. Time to shine.

      David had promised her tonight was the night Raven and her sister Avery would finally come to dinner. All she had to do was get Raven to drink the elixir she’d made, and the witch would be her puppet. After that, finding the treasure of Paragon—the eight sibling heirs to the throne who’d been exiled here centuries ago—would be easy.

      The elixir was important. Raven had the power to absorb magic. At their first meeting in Paragon, she’d drained Aborella into unconsciousness. It had taken her days to recover. That would never happen again. Now that she knew how the witch’s magic worked, she’d keep herself beyond the woman’s reach until Raven was under her control.

      The doorbell rang, and she heard that lout, David, lumber from the living room. Aborella practiced Charlotte’s smile in the mirror and then strode toward the foyer to meet him.

      “Avery, come in, honey. Where’s Raven?” she heard David say.

      Aborella’s blood began to boil. Had the witch dodged her trap again?

      “Dad, I told you earlier, she messaged me yesterday. They’ve extended their honeymoon. Gabriel surprised her with yet another excursion.” Avery Tanglewood looked so much like her sister that at first Aborella thought the witch was standing before her. But Avery’s cheeks held a fullness Raven’s did not, and of course, Raven by now would look very pregnant, unlike this woman whose trim waist made her curvy figure seem exaggerated.

      David’s eyes rolled back and his face turned red. His voice shook as he said, “I told you Raven had to come. You weren’t supposed to come without her.”

      Clearly offended, Avery backed toward the door. “Fine. I’ll go.”

      “Please, excuse your father,” Aborella called as she turned the corner into the foyer. “He’s only asking for my sake. I’m afraid he’s a bit overzealous about finally introducing me to your sister.”

      “Hello, Charlotte. Nice to see you again.” Avery held out her hand politely, and Aborella gave it a practiced pump.

      “Won’t you join us in the dining room? We were about to open a bottle of prosecco. Would you care for a glass?”

      Avery pushed her dark hair off her shoulder, her skin still dewy from the New Orleans humidity, and glanced at her father. “Prosecco, huh? I didn’t know my father drank anything but beer.”

      David blinked, waiting for Aborella to answer for him. She’d have to cut back on the compulsion. The man appeared half-baked.

      “Oh, I think you’ll find I’ve expanded David’s horizons more than you’d think.” Aborella reached the dining room and popped the cork on the bubbly wine, pouring it into the glasses she’d readied. The elixir of Paragonian milkwood she’d dribbled into the bottom fizzed as the bubbly liquor mixed with it.

      “Honestly, you’re so sophisticated, Charlotte. Sometimes I wonder how you two ended up together.” Avery glanced between her and David.

      Aborella handed her one of the tainted glasses. “I think you underestimate your father. His mind is more pliable than you give him credit for.” She raised her own glass and took a deep drink. Avery brought the glass to her nose but lowered it without taking a sip.

      “I’m just happy he has someone. It’s great that you two found each other.” She set the glass down and Aborella silently cursed.

      “So, where is that sister of yours, Avery? It’s been weeks since the wedding, and I haven’t seen her since.” Aborella gave her an exaggerated pout.

      “You know honeymooners.” Avery shrugged.

      Aborella gestured toward one of the dining room chairs, the place already set with a dressed salad tainted with elixir. “Please, sit. You must be starving.”

      As expected, David sat like a well-trained dog, eliciting a frown from Avery. “Wow, you’ve got him… trained,” Avery said in a tone that was meant to sound light and playful but which reeked of concern for her father.

      “Where did Raven and Gabriel go again?” Aborella asked. “Your father has been vague on the details.”

      “That’s because there were no details. Gabriel planned it all, a surprise honeymoon. Even Raven didn’t know for sure where they were going. Knowing Gabriel, though, they are probably traveling across Europe or cruising the Virgin Islands. He’s not one to spare any expense when it comes to Raven.”

      Aborella frowned. “Surely she left you some way to contact her. Everyone nowadays stays in constant contact. She must have a cell phone. Can’t one of you… communicate with her somehow and find out where she is?” Despite her best efforts, Aborella’s voice had become shrill.

      Avery wrinkled her nose. “Raven takes her privacy seriously. If she hasn’t shared her number with you or my father, I am not the right person to ask for it.” She turned to her father. “Dad, are you sure you don’t want me to go? It seems like the person you really want here is Raven.”

      “Of course we want you to stay.” He shook his head groggily like he was just waking up.

      Aborella forced her shoulders to relax and composed her face again into a jovial expression. “Avery, you’ll have to excuse me. I didn’t mean to push, and your father and I are so happy to have you here. We simply have some news we wanted to share with the two of you, and we are frustrated we’ve had to wait this long to do it.”

      “What’s the big news?”

      Aborella tucked in her chin and looked at David through her lashes. “Should we tell her? It seems if we wait for Raven, we will be old and gray before the news gets out.” She chuckled lightly at the thought. She would never be old and gray. The thought was ridiculous.

      David did his duty like a good little compelled human. He lifted his chin and said, “Charlotte and I are getting married.”

      “Oh! Um… congratulations,” Avery forced out. Aborella saw the concern gather in the corners of her cobalt eyes. “But isn’t this awfully rushed? You’ve only known each other a few weeks.”

      “Your father and I were destined, my darling. You simply can’t stop what’s meant to be.” Aborella gave her a cool smile.

      “Dad? How did you ask her?” Avery narrowed her eyes as if she still couldn’t believe the news.

      Trouble. Aborella had not preprogrammed David to answer that question. She watched his mouth work and a tiny bit of saliva pool in the corner of his lips. Time to think fast.

      “I asked him. I’ve always thought if you wanted something you should work for it, even take it if you have to. Right, David?”

      He fluttered his lashes and nodded. “Yes. Yes, I think you’re right.”

      Aborella raised her glass. “To David and our future happiness.” She held the glass aloft until both David and Avery joined her, then took a long sip. As expected, Avery did the same. Finally.

      And spit the liquid back into her glass. “I’m sorry. This tastes off to me.”

      Aborella frowned. She should not have been able to taste the milkwood. That was odd. Her fist balled under the table. Of course. She’d underestimated the witch. Clearly Raven had placed a spell of protection on her sister. Well, Aborella had more than one trick up her sleeve.

      “Oh? I hadn’t noticed.” She put her glass aside. “Anyway, now that you know our little secret, we have a gift for you.”

      Under the table, Aborella passed one hand over the other and a jewelry box appeared in her palm, expertly wrapped with an elegant bow. She handed it to Avery across the table.

      “Oh, what’s this for?” Avery took it, her brows lifting.

      “Just a little something I picked up. It reminded me of the color of your eyes. Consider it a thank-you for welcoming me to the family.”

      Placing the box on the table in front of her, Avery pulled the ribbon and removed the top. Inside, a polished orb glowed blue against the cotton. Old magic, an ordinary crystal enchanted to serve her needs. This amulet acted as both eyes and ears, allowing her to track the activities and whereabouts of its wearer. She would know where Avery was at all times.

      Best of all, with extended wear, the crystal would corrupt any protective spell Raven had placed on Avery, making her susceptible to compulsion once more. Under Aborella’s influence, Avery would become her tool.

      The orb could also be used to find concentrations of magic, although that function had proved unreliable over the years. She’d used a dozen of these polished crystals in the early days without success to try to track the dragon heirs, her latest host being Scoria, the captain of the Obsidian Guard. Scoria had come as close to finding the heirs as anyone she’d ever sent to do so. He’d ended up dead, but at least he’d succeeded in tracing the dragons and Raven here.

      “It’s beautiful,” Avery said.

      “Here, let me put it on you.” Aborella stood and looped the necklace around Avery’s neck, adjusting the chain until it was precisely the right length. “As I thought, it brings out your eyes. Don’t you think so, David?”

      “Oh… oh yes, it does look beautiful.”

      “Thank you, Charlotte.”

      She waved a hand dismissively. “It’s nothing. Now, you won’t need this because I used the wine in the salad dressing.” She swept the plate and her glass from the table. “I’ll get the main course.”

      Aborella grinned as she passed into the kitchen. This would be too easy. The next time Avery contacted her sister, Aborella would be a fly on the wall, or around her neck as the case may be. And this time she wouldn’t let her or the treasure of Paragon slip through her fingers.
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      Rowan’s shoulders tensed the moment Alexander stopped talking. She worried the only thing keeping him from a slow retreat into a purgatory of his own making was telling Maiara’s story, and his sudden silence unsettled her. As the director of Sunrise House community center, Rowan dealt with children suffering in all sorts of ways: some from the death of a loved one, some from abandonment, some from the loss of a home or stability. The experts talked about stages of grief, but no Kübler-Ross-type model existed for dragons.

      Any hope Rowan might have of coaxing Alexander to a place of stability, of coping with Maiara’s loss even if he could never recover from it, lay in her ability to keep him talking.

      “At this point, did you believe Maiara wasn’t human?” Rowan asked. Part of her wondered at his ability to keep this secret. Back then he’d never kept anything from her. “Why didn’t you tell anyone? And what was she? Some sort of dryad?”

      He snorted. “I never said she wasn’t human. All I said was that I saw her do something magical. She was an indigenous person, and I was still learning about this place the Europeans called the New World. I didn’t know what I saw that night.”

      “Oh.” Rowan swelled with hope at his engagement in the conversation. This was good. Getting Alexander to tell her about Maiara was a breakthrough. She was sure of it to the marrow of her bones. His grief was a festering sore, and there was only one way to heal it. “Tell me more. I wasn’t with you after New York. I don’t know the entire story.”

      He rose and sauntered to the couch, digging a bottle of tequila from between the cushions. Holding it up to the light, he shook it. Empty. “Fuck, I’m so tired, Rowan.” His voice cracked. “I’m tired of this feeling like I’m constantly being torn apart and put back together.” Silence imposed on them again.

      “I know it hurts, but…” Rowan shifted from foot to foot. She should have known better than to think this would be easy. He was closing off again. The only way this was going to work was if Alexander was an active participant in his own recovery. A person couldn’t be tricked into miring through the pain. “You’ve never properly grieved Maiara’s death.”

      Alexander’s eyebrows became two dark slashes in a face much too hollow to be healthy. “What are you talking about? That’s ridiculous. It’s been hundreds of years.”

      “No. It’s not ridiculous. Yes, it’s been hundreds of years. You’ve suffered, so much, all alone. You are the only one who knows her true story. None of us understood her like you did, Alexander. And because we thought we had to be apart, you had no one to share those memories or your feelings with after she died.

      “I bet you’ve never told anyone the story of how you loved her or how she died. Did you have a memorial for her? You’ve bottled everything up and let it ferment, and that grief has turned into something bitter and toxic. The only way to make it better is to pop the top and pour it all out. You need to tell me everything. Tell me the rest of the story of how you fell in love with Maiara.”

      Every part of him tensed, and he gripped the sides of his hair as if his head ached. “No,” he said firmly. “That’s not going to happen.” He reached inside a lampshade and snared a fifth of whiskey. Also empty. He swore again.

      The bird on Alexander’s shoulder shifted restlessly, staring at Rowan with an unnerving ferocity as if it shared his agitation over the empty bottle. Surely he hadn’t trained the poor thing to drink. Maybe the hawk was as strung out as her brother.

      No way was she giving up on him. She knew she was right. Pointing a finger at his face, she popped out one hip and unleashed her inner New Yorker. Forget the concerned professional persona. Now she was only his sister and she was about to give him the kick in the dragon ass he needed. “You’re a stubborn son of a bitch. I get that. Remembering is painful. I get that too. But this has gone on long enough. Look at yourself. Look at this place! It smells like the floor of a distillery in here, and this abused stray animal thing you’ve got going on is not a good look on you. You need help, and I’m giving it to you. This is not an offer. I’m telling you how it’s going to be.”

      A low growl percolated up from somewhere deep inside Alexander, and he loomed over her in an unspoken threat. “Get. Out. Leave me alone!”

      “No. I’m not going anywhere,” Rowan barked. She couldn’t leave. If she did, he’d revert to the troubled wraith he’d been before she’d arrived. Her heart couldn’t handle that. She needed him to be whole again, this brother who had been her rock in Paragon. “You once taught me to express my emotions using paint and canvas. You saved me. Back then, I would have either gone crazy or offed myself if it weren’t for you. All these years I’ve supported you from afar because I thought that was all I could do.

      “Now I know I can do better. It’s time for me to return the favor. I’m going to save you the way you saved me. And I’m going to start by cleaning this fucking apartment while you tell me what happened next with Maiara. Because my fucking stars, I have never seen so many empties littering a place in my life.”

      She strode to the kitchen and dug out a garbage bag from under the sink. At least he had that. She returned and threw the empty tequila and whiskey bottles into the bag. “Start talking.”

      There was a long pause while Alexander’s face alternated between teeth-clenching tension and misty-eyed resolve. Rowan played it cool, acted like she had all the time in the world even though inside she wondered what she would do if he refused to tell her more. She had no plan B.

      “Do you remember how we changed Gabriel’s mind about New York?” Alexander asked.

      “It’s been centuries. Remind me.”
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      When Alexander woke in the Owl’s Roost to watery light streaming through his window, his mind was already preoccupied with Maiara. Where was she? What had happened to her the night before? He dressed in the breeches, shirt, vest, and overcoat Willow offered, all designed with hidden panels to accommodate his wings, and thanked the Mountain for the oread’s magic and allegiance. While Alexander slept, Willow had cleaned, mended, and reinforced the clothing for the day’s journey.

      “Shall I carry your bags down for you?” Willow asked. There wasn’t much to carry. To this point, they’d traveled constantly, amassing only the necessities.

      “No, I’ll take them. Last night, Gabriel said he’d procure mounts for the journey. I’m sure he’ll be loading a packhorse.”

      “Very well.”

      Alexander spread his arms and the oread embraced him. Energy flowed into the creature. Once Willow had his fill, the pearlescent skin of the nymph flushed with vitality. The oread offered his thanks, then blinked out of sight. He was still there, Alexander knew, and would follow him wherever he traveled. How oread magic worked was a mystery to him, but he was regularly thankful he’d found the creature.

      Shouldering his bags, he exited the room and descended the stairs, avoiding the main hall. Slipping out the back entrance, he strode toward the stables, frost crunching under his boots. Once he’d finished what was bound to be an uncomfortable moment with his brother, as all moments with Gabriel tended to be, he was looking forward to a hot breakfast and perhaps a moment to sketch the woman who had occupied his dreams.

      At the entrance to the stables, however, he narrowly avoided colliding with Rowan, whose strange appearance made him recoil and look at her more closely.

      “By the Mountain, sister, why are you dressed like a man?” he asked, his gaze drifting over the boots, breeches, vest, and coat Rowan wore. With her hair braided beneath a man’s hat, she could very well pass as a young male in the right circumstances.

      Rowan shot a furtive glance over her shoulder. “Where’s Gabriel?”

      “I thought he’d be readying the horses in the stable, but considering you’ve come from that direction, I assume not.”

      “No, thank the Mountain. This will be easier if I avoid him.”

      “What will be easier?”

      “I’m going to New York.”

      “I thought Gabriel denied you that request last night.”

      She pursed her lips and toyed with the end of her braid. “I’m going alone.”

      Alexander winced. “You can’t be serious. You’ve seen the way these humans treat women.”

      With a huff, she waved a hand in the air. “I can handle the humans. It’s fighting with Gabriel that scares me. He acts like we’re still in Paragon and he’s next in line for the throne. Defy him and it’s off with our heads. No, brother, I’m done allowing him to treat me like his subject.”

      “You know he’d never hurt you.”

      Her dark eyes flicked toward the frosty earth. “Do me the courtesy of an hour’s head start before you tell him.”

      “Rowan, please. We must separate if we are ever to have a real life again, but surely you want to say goodbye. You can’t leave things like this between you. This could be forever. You both deserve better.”

      She frowned. Gabriel’s insistence on leading the group as if they were a battalion of soldiers was wearing on them both, but Alexander couldn’t let her give up on their family. Forced physical separation was one thing, but they all needed each other emotionally even if their contact remained sporadic and from a distance.

      “Mark my words, I won’t go west. I don’t want to isolate myself from the humans. I want to live among them. I want friends. Real friends. The kind I was never allowed to have in Paragon. I want community.”

      “Give Gabriel another chance. I swear to you, I will help you convince Gabriel to go to New York if you promise to stay with us until we get there. With me.” And he would. He’d find a way to give her what she needed. But the thought of her leaving and traveling this new world alone made his chest ache.

      She folded her arms. “You are not playing fair, Alexander. I’ve never been able to deny you a single thing.”

      “I never promised to be fair.” He winked.

      “Fine, but know this, if Gabriel refuses me again, I will go, and you must take this as my goodbye because there shan’t be another.” She turned on her heel and headed toward the main entrance of the Owl’s Roost.

      Alexander entered the stables and found Gabriel’s pack leaning against one of the stalls. He flopped his bags down beside them, then froze as an electric tingle made the skin along his back hot and tight. He whirled to find Maiara standing behind him, holding the reins to a pony laden with supplies. Her hawk steadied itself on her shoulder.

      “Your sister should go where she wants.” She narrowed her eyes. “New York is safer. It would be safer for all of you.”

      He released a deep breath. “You heard that? I promise it’s not up to me, but I do expect to speak to Gabriel about it.”

      “Speak to me about what?” Gabriel marched into the stables, a lumpy flour sack tossed across one shoulder that Alexander assumed contained food for their journey. He offered Maiara a hasty good morning.

      Alexander shifted, uncomfortable now that the confrontation was nigh. Saying he’d speak to their older brother was remarkably different than actually doing it. Gabriel was an intimidating force of nature. He braced himself against the stomach-churning nerves that always accompanied a desire to challenge his brother, and with a fortifying breath said, “I think we should take Rowan to New York.”

      Gabriel rested the bag next to their other things before meeting Alexander’s gaze with total confidence. “No.” He pivoted and entered the stall, cooing to the stallion inside.

      Tempted to let the conversation die there, he sighed, but the nod of support Maiara gave him encouraged him to try again. Wiping his sweaty palms on his jacket, he moved inside the stall door and continued. “She’s going to go whether you like it or not. She’s an adult, Gabriel. She can make her own choices. Would you like her to do so behind your back or with your blessing?”

      A grunt came from Gabriel, who did not turn from the horse he was saddling. “She will do as I tell her to do. Rowan has always been headstrong. She’ll fall into line once we are on the road.”

      The way his brother said it—as if it was a foregone conclusion—made Alexander want to bang his head against the stall door. Honestly, caving in his own head would be easier than getting through Gabriel’s thick skull with any idea that wasn’t self-serving to the dragon. He should have let Rowan ride off with a hug and his well wishes.

      Only Maiara’s unflappable voice stopped him from retreating. “I will not guide you if you force her to go with you.”

      That caused Gabriel to stop what he was doing and advance toward her. “Pardon? Are you addressing me?”

      “There is no honor in slavery.”

      “My sister is not a slave,” he boomed. The force of his anger nearly rattled the rafters.

      “Then she can go where she pleases. New York.” Maiara raised her chin.

      Rushing forward, Gabriel moved in a flash, his presence meant to intimidate. Alexander stepped between them. Not that he expected his brother would harm her, but he didn’t dare take that chance. “You heard her. She will not guide us if you do not allow Rowan her freedom.”

      “You are unfamiliar with the dangers of this land,” Maiara added. “You will not get far on your own.”

      Few stood their ground against Gabriel, but despite her diminutive stature, she faced his brother with the unflinching and cool stance of a warrior. Tension thrummed in the air between them. She’d thrown down an ultimatum. Alexander was stupefied when Gabriel seemed to consider it. He bowed his head and paced the length of the stall, twice.

      When he looked at them again, he seemed to have come to a decision, one that didn’t feel comfortable in his skin if the dark flush on his cheeks was anything to go by. “We go to New York. Then we go west.”

      Maiara tipped her head. “As you wish.”

      Stepping around her, Gabriel strode toward the exit and the Owl’s Roost.

      Once his brother was well out of earshot, Alexander huffed out a breath, amazed by her courage. “That was incredible.”

      “Why do you allow him to treat you that way?” she asked, her gaze finding his. Her words held no judgment, only curiosity, but they cut him to the quick.

      “I don’t—” His ears grew hot. He didn’t need to explain himself to her. Through a clenched jaw, he said, “If you’ll excuse me.” He bowed at the waist in lieu of goodbye and followed his brother’s footsteps back to the inn.
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      Traveling from the Port of Philadelphia to the colony of New York on horseback was expected to take four days and required a ferry to cross the Delaware River. However, Maiara assured them that the King’s Highway and Post Road they would follow would be well appointed with inns along the way. She anticipated no hardship finding places at regular intervals to rest their horses, replenish their supplies, or spend the night.

      Alexander hoped these inns would be more receptive to their native guide than the Owl’s Roost, although he seriously doubted it. He suspected Maiara faced prejudices everywhere she went. He’d save her from the ignorant fools if he could.

      “I like this Maiara.” Rowan adjusted herself in the saddle. She’d been beaming from the moment Gabriel had announced he would take her to New York. She rode beside Alexander on a mild-mannered Appaloosa while Gabriel and Tobias rode ahead, the packhorse between them. Gabriel followed directly behind Maiara, his clenched jaw indicating his displeasure to not be in the lead.

      “Me too.”

      Rowan sent him a crooked smile. He recognized the mischievous twinkle in her eye immediately and braced himself for trouble. “You fancy her.”

      He scoffed.

      “You do! She makes your dragon shiver, doesn’t she? Tell the truth, brother.”

      “Hold your tongue.”

      “Are you afraid? There are no rules against it here. No royal decrees against princes and commoners to abide under. We are free to choose. And it’s not like she’s a witch or something. The law says nothing about humans.”

      He licked his lips. Was she human? He wasn’t entirely sure. “It’s folly. Soon we will all go our separate ways. What type of dragon would I be to pursue her when I have no intention of revealing our secret? How can there exist a relationship between two beings when one can never know who the other really is?”

      Rowan frowned. “I suppose you speak the truth, although I find it quite sad to think the lot of us are doomed to a long and lonely life on this infernal planet.” When Alexander didn’t respond, she nudged her horse into a jog and engaged Tobias in some unheard conversation.

      They’d made good use of the short daylight hours, stopping only for necessary breaks and to partake in the cheese, dried fruit, and bread they’d packed from the Owl’s Roost. Twilight descended upon the road and in a blink gave way to the dark of night. Weighed down by the cold, they were all relieved to come upon a small inn called the Green Gate.

      Each of them made haste to dismount and lead their horses to the stables, anxious to take part in the warmth of the hearth and a fair meal. But before Alexander could follow his siblings inside, Maiara tugged his arm.

      “I am sorry, Alexander, if I offended you with my words about your brother.”

      He frowned. “I am not offended. You simply do not understand the ways of my family.”

      Her face fell. “This is your way?”

      Was it? Alexander didn’t know. It certainly was the Paragonian way for the eldest living heir of Paragon to rule the kingdom. But in the New World there were no such rules. The truth was he had been afraid to face his brother, and her question about why he tolerated Gabriel’s authoritarian manner was warranted. It simply wasn’t something he was ready to bring into the light of day. He wasn’t sure he could explain the comfort in letting Gabriel lead. A very small part of him wondered who exactly he would become now that he was no longer a prince of Paragon. Gabriel’s presence, however overbearing, gave him the luxury of not having to think about it… yet.

      Which reminded him, he’d never asked her about that night he’d seen her vanish. He turned the tables and answered her question with his own. “What is your way, Maiara? I saw you that first night at the Owl’s Roost. I followed you into the forest and saw you… near a tree.” He looked behind him and lowered his voice. “You disappeared.”

      “It is rude to follow someone.”

      “Yes. I am sorry about that. But I need to know… I think we could come to understand each other if we were honest—”

      “I am Maiara, half Potawatomi from my mother and half English from my father. I was a healer for my people once, and now I am your hired guide. Nothing more.” Her jaw was tight as she spoke.

      “You were a healer? I thought you said you were a trapper.” He was growing frustrated trying to figure out the enigmatic woman.

      “My mother was a healer, my father was a trapper. I have been both.”

      “Where is your family now?”

      “Dead.” Her teeth clenched and she looked away from him.

      A weight settled over Alexander’s heart, and he felt like a brute interrogating her as he was. He lowered his voice. “I… lost my parents as well, and my eldest brother. They were murdered for political reasons. That is why we left our homeland and came here.”

      That seemed to surprise her, and she returned her gaze to his face. “I am sorry.”

      They stood with each other as grief snaked around them. He inched toward her and placed a comforting hand on her elbow. “I should join the others. Will you dine with us?”

      “I may not be welcome here.” She frowned.

      “You are welcome. I just welcomed you. And if anyone takes issue with that, they shall take it up with me.” He lowered himself to her height. “Please.”

      “Yes. I will eat with you.” She whispered to her hawk, and the bird flew into the rafters of the stable.

      He took a step in the direction of the inn but stopped short when he realized she’d never actually answered his question. “Maiara, that night in the woods…”

      “Yes?”

      “I saw you… vanish.”

      She shook her head. “People don’t vanish.”

      “But I did see you in the woods.”

      Her face became an impassive mask. No secrets would be forthcoming. “My people sleep in the trees.” She pointed up.

      “In the trees. You mean in the branches. You were in the branches?”

      She answered only with a soft smile before leading the way inside.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Maiara’s reception was no better at the Green Gate than at the Owl’s Roost. She was met with murmurs of “savage” and worse. And although they served her the same supper as the rest of them, she was not allowed any ale.

      “We abide by the law here,” the barmaid said. “No Africans or Indians may be served ale or whiskey, and don’t even try takin’ her upstairs.”

      Alexander promptly ordered two pints and gave her one as soon as he was served. Although Maiara seemed to appreciate his generosity and ate and drank her fill, Alexander felt tension in the silent way she held her space. It was as if she wasn’t there at all. And although he tried to engage her in conversation, her curt responses kept their exchanges short.

      Tobias entertained them with the story of how they’d survived an attack by a band of pirates on their way to the New World, and Gabriel followed it up with his own tale of winning at dice in the south of France. Neither triggered a smile from her, although the patrons within earshot were overtaken with boisterous laughter. It saddened Alexander that she showed so little joy, and he wondered if it was their surroundings or something else that bothered her.

      Whatever it was, when each of them made to retire for the night, she headed for the door.

      “Where are you going?” He followed her to where the shadows gathered far from the hearth and the flickering candles.

      “To make camp.” Her chin was high, and nothing about her expression suggested she was fearful or disappointed to be heading into the cold night.

      Alexander wouldn’t have it. “It’s too cold to sleep in tree branches. I can get you a room.”

      “It’s not allowed.”

      He reached for her, his hand landing gently against her cheek where the tips of his fingers brushed the sleek edge of her silky hair. Their eyes locked, and the same electric charge built between them as the first time he’d seen her.

      It was like being underwater, pushed toward her by an opposing current that promised their eventual collision. It left him semibreathless and sure that at some point, the force would topple them over a waterfall or draw them into a whirlpool. After all, his head was already spinning.

      “You could stay with me,” he said softly, then clarified, “I have a suite.”

      Her ebony eyes warmed, and she gave him a hint of a smile. For a split second he was sure she’d say yes, that the feeling was mutual and as undeniable as a force of nature. Yet she peeled his hand from her cheek and said, “Rest well, Alexander. We have a long journey ahead.”

      She bowed her head slightly and slipped out the door into the night. After a moment’s hesitation, he tried to follow her, but she was already gone, another shadow in the inky darkness. Even her hawk had disappeared from its roost in the stables.

      This pattern repeated itself the next two nights. Once, he found her things beside a tree, although he never found her in that tree’s branches. The next night, he found nothing at all, not a single footstep to mark where she’d gone. Until the third night a vicious storm moved in. The temperature dropped and the wind roared as if winter was a scorned goddess who wanted her revenge.

      That was the night of the attack.

      They’d finished supper at an inn called the Lion’s Head. Alexander and Maiara were alone at a table near the hearth, Gabriel, Tobias, and Rowan having already retired to their rooms, when a man’s guttural scream cut through the building’s warm interior. Alexander, along with several other patrons, rushed outside to find a British soldier staggering toward them. From the back of his red coat, an arrow protruded, not deep by the looks of it but having the effect of straining the man’s breathing. He collapsed face-first in the snow. Above them, Maiara’s hawk screeched and circled, the ominous sound sending a foreboding shudder down his spine.

      “Help me remove it.” Maiara knelt at the soldier’s side and pressed her fingers along his back, feeling the bones.

      “It is between his ribs. We must pull it out.” She gripped the arrow with both hands but recoiled when her gaze fell on the fletching. To Alexander, the arrow seemed ordinary enough, except that bloody fingerprints stained the white feathers. Decorated for death.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Help me.”

      He winced, knowing the barb would tear the man’s flesh, but squatted beside her and wrapped his hands around hers. “One, two, three.” Together, they yanked the arrow from the stranger’s back. Blood gurgled from the wound.

      Maiara dug under her cloak and brought forth an otter skin pouch. After untying it, she removed an amulet—a white shell of a type Alexander had never seen. Its lustrous exterior reflected the silvery moonlight with colors that seemed to dance across its surface. She rolled the soldier over, opened the collar of his shirt, and placed the shell in the hollow of his throat.

      “What is that?” Alexander asked.

      “To heal him,” Maiara said.

      Before Alexander could question the effectiveness of Maiara’s amulet, the mouth of a musket appeared before him, pointed at Maiara. “What you doing there, injin?” The ruddy-faced owner of the Lion’s Head scowled behind the gun’s barrel. The hostility twisting his features made it easy to read his thoughts. The arrow was from a native weapon. He believed she was responsible for the attack.

      Enraged on her behalf, Alexander shoved the barrel of the musket aside. “Sir, lower your weapon. She’s providing assistance to this man.”

      The soldier began to cough, sucking in deep lungfuls of air. Maiara removed the shell from his chest and returned it to her bag. Alexander raised an eyebrow as the man’s breathing evened out and his pale features pinked to the picture of health. Awestruck, he helped the soldier into a seated position but was appalled when instead of offering his appreciation for Maiara’s efforts, the man turned accusatory eyes on her.

      “You,” he said through his teeth. “She’s a savage, I tell you!” He glanced around the circle of onlookers and pointed at her. “I watched a man of her kind strip the flesh from my horse with his bare hands!”

      Horrified gasps greeted his words.

      Alexander protested to the contrary and stated Maiara had, in fact, saved his ungrateful life. The crowd barked their skepticism; they hadn’t seen what he had. The argument heated to the point of his distraction, and Alexander didn’t notice Maiara slip away. But once the skirmish broke and the soldier sauntered inside, he looked for her in the crowd. She was gone.

      Blending into the night, he made himself invisible and took a deep breath. He could smell her on the wind. The snow fell thick and heavy, increasing until he struggled to see an arm’s length ahead. If he weren’t a dragon, he would have lost her in the storm. But her scent was unmistakable to him now. Plus his speed and agility far outpaced the mortal’s. In minutes, he’d closed the distance between them.

      Into the thick of trees he followed her, deep into the woods until she found another tree like the one in Philadelphia but with a narrower trunk. He watched in abject horror as she began to remove her clothing.

      Dragons could feel the cold, but it wasn’t dangerous to them. They were born of flame, and fire blazed within them. Humans did feel it, he knew, and he’d seen the way the tavern workers had huddled against this storm as if their exposed skin ached from the stinging air.

      The discomfort he felt on her behalf warred with the desire to watch her again as she lowered her deerskin tunic from her shoulders. Her hair flowed like spilled ink down her back where a shiver traveled the length of the silky skin over her spine. She planted her hands on the tree, but this time nothing happened. She removed her hands and then tried again. Nothing. She began to slap the bark frantically, the hawk in the branches above her shrieking into the wind.

      In the distance, a roar cut through the storm and turned her head. Alexander had never heard such a sound, not in Paragon or in this world, and it made the hair on his neck stand on end.

      “No. No.” Maiara’s words cut through the howling wind. Frantic, she searched the trees. What was she hoping to find?

      Alexander didn’t know what to do as she trembled visibly, the snow gathering in her lashes and hair. That was until her sobs reached him. She bent down and tried to dress, but her fingers were stiff and she fumbled with the skins and pelts. The roar came again, closer. The sight of her tears solidifying on her cheeks drove him into action.

      A protective nature was a dragon’s prerogative. To be blessed with strength, speed, flight, and immortality came with a certain responsibility, the same that made him stand up that first night in the Owl’s Roost. He could choose. He could rise above this world and its cruel expectations, and he could help her. He would help her.

      He dropped his invisibility and stepped forward, the snow bombarding his cheeks, his dark hair, his breeches and waistcoat. Her head turned and she panicked when she saw him, her eyes becoming wide, dark pools as her numb fingers worked hopelessly to gather her skins against her naked breast. The roar came again, closer still, and she shook violently at the sound.

      Alexander’s wings punched from his coat, and in one mighty thrust, he closed the space between them. Her eyes met his and she collapsed. He caught her in his arms, his wings wrapping around her to protect her from the storm.

      The weight of a stare raised his head. There was a man, an Indian, standing in the woods in the distance. Even with his dragon sight, he could hardly see him. The snow was too thick. But a strange blue light glowed from the indigenous man’s neck. The Indian raised his bow and notched an arrow.

      Alexander blinked out of sight, cloaking Maiara in his invisibility and moving her behind the protection of the tree. Gathering her things, he carried her back to the Lion’s Head, swearing to protect her to the snow, the moon, and the hawk that followed him home.
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      “I’d forgotten that Maiara was the reason Gabriel let me go to New York.” Rowan drummed her fingers on the table. “What was she doing naked next to the tree again? The explanation of her sleeping in the branches makes no sense. She’d freeze to death. And what did she say after you revealed yourself to her? When you showed her your wings, you basically pulled the dragon out of the bag. What happened to swearing to keep our secret?” She returned to cleaning as she spoke, scrubbing the counter while waiting for Alexander to answer.

      When the silence drew her attention back to him, he ran his hands through his wild mess of dark hair and said, “I love you, my sister.”

      He looked positively wrecked. She’d been so wrapped up in the story she’d almost forgotten why it was important that he tell it. “I love you too.”

      “I need a break.” He frowned. “And a shower.”

      “And a square meal,” she added, heartbroken to see him like this.

      He nodded. “I’m tired. I can’t do this anymore.”

      She tossed the rag she was using into the sink and approached him, pulling him into a hug, which he thankfully returned. “You did so well today. That’s enough for now. Go take a shower. I’ll finish picking up around here and maybe scrounge us up some lunch.”

      Alexander walked toward the window, opened it, and let Nyx take flight.

      “I’m relieved you don’t shower with her.” Rowan gave a low laugh.

      Alexander raised his eyebrows. “She’s all I have—the only thing left of Maiara—and I’ve had her for a very, very long time.”

      “Right.” She watched him lumber toward the bedroom, his shoulders hunched. Time had not been kind to her brother. “I do want to hear the rest,” she called after him. “I would be honored if you kept the memory of Maiara alive by continuing to share with me, once you’ve had time to rest.”

      He gave her a placating wave.

      No sooner had he closed the door behind him than she texted Nick and was soon joined by him, Raven, Gabriel, and Tobias inside the small apartment. Raven got to work cooking lunch while Rowan relayed what she’d learned from Alexander to the group.

      Perhaps it was because of Nick’s turbulent past that her mate tended to take the supernatural in stride; his childhood reality of being abused was far scarier than learning there were dragons, witches, and vampires living among humans. But while his exterior seemed calm, she knew he was analyzing everything she’d told him with a detective’s mind.

      “So, we have a three-hundred-year-old bird who used to belong to an indigenous guide who may or may not have blended into living trees, had survived in the wilderness alone for some time, and feared other Indians who had presumably butchered her people. I’m going out on a limb and saying she wasn’t human.” Nick rocked back on his heels and surveyed the rest of them as if they had the key to solving this mystery.

      Rowan tied off one full garbage bag and grabbed another. “I met her. She seemed human to me, but she had magic, that’s for sure.”

      “We knew she had magic. I used her healing amulet this year to cure one of my patients.” Tobias rubbed the back of his neck.

      “You have it? I thought it was burned with her.” Rowan frowned. She was almost certain Alexander knew nothing of the kept amulet, and she could feel her hackles rise at the thought of what finding out about its existence would do to his already fragile state.

      Gabriel confirmed her worst fears. “Yes… He doesn’t know.”

      “You fucking bastard. How could you keep this from him?” Rowan gave Gabriel a withering stare.

      “I’m sure that’s going to go over well when it comes out,” Nick murmured. Rowan widened her eyes at him in agreement.

      “Do you have it with you?” Rowan asked Tobias.

      Gabriel growled. “No. We agreed he’d keep it locked away. It’s too powerful to risk it falling into the wrong hands.”

      “Actually…”

      “Tobias?” Gabriel hissed. “Don’t tell me you did something stupid.”

      “I wasn’t sure what we’d be dealing with here with Alexander.” He shrugged. “I’m a human doctor. It seemed prudent to have it in case we needed it.”

      Gabriel opened his mouth to tear into him, but Raven held up her hand.

      “No, I’m glad he did,” Raven said from the kitchen where she was wrapping what looked like enchiladas and tucking them into two large lasagna pans. “I’d like to analyze her magic. See if I can understand it better. The hawk shouldn’t have survived this long after her death.”

      Rowan glanced toward the bedroom door, all her protective instincts waking up. “I don’t care what you do with it. Just keep it to yourself until we get him in a better place.”
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      Raven understood where Rowan was coming from. Until recently, Gabriel hadn’t known where Alexander was and couldn’t have returned the amulet even if he’d wanted to. But now that they were here, it seemed both wrong to keep it from him and terribly cruel to give it back. Alexander was clearly in a fragile state of mind. Learning what Gabriel had done and seeing the amulet might do more damage than good.

      She slid the two pans of enchiladas she’d made into the oven and rubbed her growling belly. Baby was hungry again, and he liked things spicy. She’d learned it was common in dragon pregnancies, the hotter the better. She opened the cupboard next to the fridge. With any luck, Alexander kept some hot sauce on hand.

      Her phone vibrated on the counter. She frowned at the screen. Avery again.

      “Who keeps texting you?” Gabriel asked from where he was helping his siblings clean. “I swear that’s the hundredth time today.”

      “Avery.” Raven sighed. “She thinks we’re still on Maui, celebrating our honeymoon. I haven’t told her about Sedona. Too hard to explain why we’re here.”

      “What does she want?”

      “Remember how my father brought that woman to our wedding?” Raven asked. Everyone nodded, even Nick who had met her entire family that day. The red-headed woman stood out in a crowd. “Her name is Charlotte. Apparently their relationship is serious and Dad desperately wants me to meet her. Avery keeps putting them off, but she’s running out of excuses. She’s wondering when we’ll be home so she can get the two of them off her back.”

      “Maybe we should go back,” Tobias said. “You are over four months pregnant, and frankly, things seem further along than they should be at this point.” He looked worriedly at her ever-growing abdomen. “I’d like to get you under an ultrasound and see what’s happening.”

      “Uh, I think you should know I’ve been this large for a while. You simply didn’t see it because I used a cloaking spell to conceal it until the wedding. It’s just exhausting using that much magic anymore.” She spread her hands and shrugged. “This is me in all my glory.”

      Tobias’s eyes widened. “You should have said something. This is a high-risk pregnancy. You have a dragon egg growing inside your human uterus, Raven. This is nothing to mess around with.”

      Raven sighed. “We have time, right?”

      Tobias’s expression turned clinical, the doctor in him coming to the surface. “If you were a dragon, I’d say you had two more months, but there’s no record of a dragon being born to a human. With this pregnancy, I think we have to expect the unexpected. Sabrina has a fully equipped medical ward lined up for us in Chicago, but it won’t do us any good if we’re still here when you go into labor.”

      Predictably, Gabriel’s protective mating instinct kicked in at Tobias’s words, and he placed a hand on her shoulder. “Tell Avery she’ll just need to deal with your father. We should go to Chicago and stay with Tobias and Sabrina until the baby comes.”

      “What about Alexander?”

      “Alexander has Rowan.”

      “I feel like we made progress today,” Rowan said. “It might be better if I have him all to myself for a while anyway. He seems to get overwhelmed easily.”

      Gabriel placed a kiss on Raven’s temple. “You have to think of your health and that of the baby first.”

      “You’re right. We should look into flights,” Raven said, more to appease her mate than because she thought there was any rush. “Will the end of the week be soon enough?” That would give her time to analyze Maiara’s amulet. Maiara’s abilities were unique. The idea that she could keep the hawk alive beyond her death was remarkable, and Raven longed to better understand her magic. If she couldn’t use this understanding to help Alexander, perhaps she could use the knowledge to help someone else.

      “As long as you’re not having any symptoms, I think that will be just fine,” Tobias said. Gabriel smiled at Tobias as if he considered her agreement a victory. He pulled out his phone and started checking flights.

      Everyone quieted as Alexander emerged from his bedroom, dressed in a fresh pair of jeans and a black T-shirt. Hair still wet from the shower, it dripped onto his shoulders in two dark patches. After an impromptu staring match, Alexander spoke first. “I thought you said something about lunch?”

      Raven peeked inside the oven to confirm the shredded cheese had been reduced to melty goodness, thinking she could eat at least half of it. She was relieved both pans were ready to go and pulled them from the oven. “Come and get it.”

      She dished out a generous helping and held out the plate to him. “Alexander, can you help me understand something?”

      Slowly he took the plate and gave her a tentative nod. Behind him, Rowan shot her a warning glance, but she ignored it. If Alexander would tell her this one thing, it would save her so much time. “Did Maiara identify as a witch like me?”

      He stared at the enchilada on his plate like he was trying to decide whether to ditch it and run for the hills or answer her question.

      Rowan spoke up. “Alexander, you don’t have to—”

      “No. I’ll answer her,” he said, finally meeting Raven’s eyes again. “The answer is no, but she did practice magic and it was a type I’d never encountered before.”
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      Alexander hurried back to the Lion’s Head Inn with Maiara in his arms. Her body was limp and cold despite wrapping her in her clothing as best he could. Using his invisibility, he snuck past the innkeeper and hastened to the room he’d let.

      “Willow, stoke the fire. She’s chilled through,” he ordered. His oread hurried to the fireplace and tended the logs. Alexander stretched Maiara out on the bed and tucked her beneath the blankets.

      He’d hastily collected her clothing from beside the tree, and now that she was covered, he discreetly withdrew them from under the linens. He cringed when he noticed a star-shaped scar below the collarbone of her right shoulder. What past hardships had this brave woman encountered?

      “Shot by an arrow,” Willow said from the place where he squatted beside the now blazing fire.

      “You know this mark?” Alexander folded her things and set them on the chair beside the window before layering another blanket over her. He hated the dusky color of her lips.

      Willow approached the bed, perusing Maiara with a tip of his head. “I’ve never been shot myself, you understand, but I have seen it. A knife would create a slice.” He made a sawing motion across his arm. “An arrow makes a star.”

      Alexander’s eyes narrowed. “Do you know what’s wrong with her?”

      Willow turned surprised eyes on him. “I have no idea. If she was simply human, I might suggest she was suffering from exposure but—”

      “What makes you think she isn’t human?”

      “Oh, she’s human, but she has employed strong magic. Can’t you smell it?” The oread beckoned him closer.

      Alexander leaned over her until his nose was temptingly close to her ear and drew in her scent. She smelled sweet as spring grass with a hint of wildflowers. Previously, he’d also smelled the deerskin she wore along with the faint residue of horsehair. Not any longer. Now that she slept naked beneath the blankets, he sorted her scent from the others in the room. Her skin carried the freshness of new green life. The first night he’d met her, she’d smelled of pine, bark, and fresh air. This scent was different. This scent held the crisp tang of magic.

      “What is she?” he asked. “A witch?”

      Willow rubbed his marble-smooth chin. “No, I don’t think so. Perhaps she is like me, a nymph, but not of the mountain—of the forest. A dryad. Although…”

      “What is it, Willow? Please tell me.”

      “As I mentioned to you before, if she were a full dryad, she should be hibernating right now. It’s winter and her kind is normally associated with deciduous trees. Once the leaves fall, their spirit goes home and sleeps until spring. Besides, her flesh is undeniably human. That much I know.”

      Alexander watched her chest rise and fall, wishing she’d open her eyes. The room had warmed to sweat-inducing temperature, but her hands remained cold and her lips still held that unsettling dusky tint. “Do you think a warm bath would help?” he asked Willow.

      The oread was distracted from answering when a slap at the window turned his head. A dark shadow beat against the warped glass. Alexander turned the pewter lock and eased the casement open on its hinge. Maiara’s hawk flew inside, landing on the bed beside Maiara.

      “Oh dear,” Willow said. “Poor thing must have been attracted by the light. Would you like me to help you chase it out?”

      “No.” Alexander closed the window and locked it. “The bird is her pet. Perhaps its nearness will benefit her recovery.”

      After a moment by her side, the hawk fluttered to the pile of her things on the chair and burrowed into them. A moment later she emerged with the otter skin pouch in her beak.

      “You brilliant, brilliant bird,” Alexander said. Of course, he’d watched Maiara heal the soldier with her shell. With any luck, he could use the same magic to heal her now. He untied the bag and removed the amulet, again admiring the multicolored sheen that reminded him of the surface of a clear spring pool in the morning sunlight.

      He positioned it in the hollow of her throat, the same place he’d observed her place it on the soldier. The hawk bobbed its head as if she approved. At once, Maiara’s lips pinked, and then the tone of her skin corrected to its usual sunny radiance. Inhaling deeply, he slipped his hand inside hers, now warm and pliant. “Maiara?”

      “She wakes,” Willow said, blinking out of sight.

      Her lashes fluttered against her cheeks and then flew open. Air flowed into her lungs. Maiara jackknifed into a sitting position, clutching the blankets to her chest.

      “Where are we?” Her eyes widened, and she surveyed the room with barely contained panic.

      “In my room at the Lion’s Head.”

      “I am not supposed to be here.” She started to climb from the bed, but his hand landed gently on her shoulder.

      “No one saw. I—” How much did she remember about seeing him with his wings extended? “I used discretion.”

      She nodded her understanding. The shell had flown from her neck when she’d sat up, and now she swept it from the quilt and into her palm.

      “Your bird reminded me about the amulet. It healed you,” Alexander said, glancing at the hawk who now perched on the headboard.

      Maiara stared at him as if she were reading his soul, her expression taking on a faraway quality. “Please?” She pointed at the otter skin pouch.

      “Of course.” Alexander handed it to her, and she returned the amulet to it, tying the strings tightly before looping them around her wrist. When her gaze met his again, the intensity made Alexander flinch.

      “You had wings.”

      He swore under his breath. Gabriel would be livid if he shared his secret, as would the others. Then again, they’d shared their true identity with the oreads. If Maiara had magic, perhaps telling her the truth wouldn’t be his worst mistake. Who was he kidding? Gabriel would be furious.

      “You were disoriented. Naked in a storm. There was a beast roaring in the distance and a native man.”

      “You saw an Indian man? A Mohawk warrior?” She hugged the blankets tighter to her chest.

      “I don’t know what tribe he was from, but he wore his hair roached and had a stone around his neck that glowed blue in the moonlight. I saw him from a great distance.” Alexander hated the flash of terror she saw in Maiara’s eyes. “He aimed an arrow in our direction, and that is when I took you and brought you here before he could do any harm. Is he the one who shot the soldier?”

      She lowered her chin. “Yes. That man is very dangerous. I never thought he would follow me here among the cmokmanuk.” Before his magic could translate the word, she did it for him. “White men. I thought he would avoid the white men.”

      “What were you doing naked in a snow storm, banging your fists against a tree?”

      She raised her dark brows, and the corner of her mouth lifted slightly. “I told you my people slept in the trees.”

      He gave her a frustrated look. “What does that mean?”

      “Tell me why you have wings?”

      He stared at the fire. “It seems we both have secrets.” When he turned back to her, he searched her face. Their gazes met and held. The same arresting force from the first time he’d seen her came again, like standing at the bottom of a cliff and feeling the wind shear off the side, thrusting him forward, driving him toward her.

      She must have felt it too, because her lips parted and her expression held the same wonder he thought his must. Did she want to know him as he wished to know her?

      “Tell me what you are, Maiara,” he asked softly. “And I will do you the same courtesy.”

      Licking her lips, she considered his offer. “It is hard to describe in your language, but I will try. I am a Midew… a medicine woman. Among my people, certain women and men gifted with mystic abilities by the kshe’mnIto… the Great Spirit, join a society called the Midewiwin among whom we study healing and other mide.”

      “Mide?”

      “Mmm… Magic.”

      “What does that have to do with the tree?”

      “Kshe’mnIto has blessed me with great magic. Magic that allows me to hide inside the trees.”

      “Inside the trees. Are you a nymph? A dryad?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know these words. I am Potawatomi and I am Midew. My magic comes from kshe’mnIto.”

      “The one you call the Great Spirit.”

      She nodded.

      “Why is that man after you… the Mohawk man?”

      She shook her head. “Tell me about your wings.”

      “Dragon,” he said softly.

      “Dra…gon,” she repeated slowly. “I do not know this word.”

      Approaching the bed, he sat beside her, his stomach flipping at the thought of what he was about to do. He took a fortifying breath. A dragon’s wings were intimate, private. It was, he supposed, like any body part that was normally kept hidden away. Showing his wings was akin to removing his clothing in some ways. And maybe he owed her this given that he had watched her undress beside the tree like the letch that he was.

      He allowed his wings to unfurl and extend, slowly at first and then with a snap that gave them a much-needed stretch. Big mistake. Nikan started from the headboard, flapping wildly and circling the room to the sound of Maiara’s ineffective attempts to calm her until finally Alexander opened the window and let her out. When he turned back, Maiara’s ebony gaze was a palpable thing.

      Almost palpable. Without any sudden moves, he returned to her side and lowered himself to sit beside her. She didn’t scream or run. That was a good sign. Her trembling fingers lifted toward the bony edge of his left wing. He stilled, another part of his anatomy twitching with anticipation. It had been a long time since anyone had touched his wings.

      Swallowing hard, he closed his eyes as her fingertips connected with the sensitive flesh and caressed along its length. He stifled a moan. And then the touch turned firm. He opened his eyes when she tugged firmly on the talon at the joint and winced when she went about unfolding its natural bend. “Maiara…” She poked the webbing with her fingers as if she were testing its elasticity. He cleared his throat and jerked the wing from her grip. “Maiara… please, that’s quite uncomfortable.”

      Her eyebrows rose as if this surprised her. She nodded her head. “Dragon,” she mumbled under her breath.

      He nodded. “I can change.” He tapped his chest and then reached for his sketchbook and flipped to a page where he’d drawn a fully shifted dragon. It wasn’t him, exactly, more of a combination of dragons he’d known, straight from his imagination. He showed it to her. “I can change into this.”

      To demonstrate, he held up his hand, curled his fingers, and allowed his talons to sprout from his first knuckle. She inhaled sharply. He folded both his talons and his wings away. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      She shook her head. “I am not afraid. You are… We have a different word for it. Piasa. Only, I did not know you could look like a man.” She stared at him for some time, and he wondered what she would tell her people about him when she returned home.

      “So, why was the Mohawk warrior following you, and why were you hiding in the tree?”

      She looked down at her fingers tangled atop the blanket between them. “My people, the Potawatomi, are part of a larger group white men call the Algonquians. It is from these clans that the Midewiwin society”—she tapped her chest—“was formed. The Algonquians are at war with the Iroquois, a confederacy that include the Mohawk.”

      “War? Why?”

      “Our territory is home to many animals prized for their furs. The French pay and they are good to trade. The Iroquois want our land and the wealth it will bring them. Already they have forced my people south from where my ancestors once lived.”

      “And this warrior is hunting you because you are Algonquian?”

      She shook her head and tears spilled from her eyes. “He is hunting me because I am the last of my kind. The last Midew.”

      Alexander’s chest contracted at the sob in her voice. He desperately longed to comfort her, but she spoke on. “This warrior traded his soul to an evil spirit for the power to slay my kind. He is a monster, a wendigo, with an insatiable appetite for blood. Very fast and very hard to kill.”

      “A wendigo?” Alexander wasn’t familiar with the word or the creature.

      “The Midewiwin protected my people with their magic. Now they are dead. He murdered all but me.”

      Alexander raised a hand toward her scar. “Is that how you got this?”

      “Yes.”

      He thought about the morning she’d stood up to Gabriel for Rowan. More than bravery was at work that day. “You said you didn’t believe he’d come near the white men. That’s why you believed we’d be safer in New York. But you didn’t anticipate that the weather would make it impossible for you to use the trees to hide.”

      “You are large men. White men. Until the soldier, I thought we were safe.” Her lids drooped from exhaustion.

      “You’re tired. You should rest,” he said.

      She attempted to rise. “Of course. It is too cold for the trees, but I will try to find a place.”

      He shook his head and nudged her shoulder toward the mattress. “No. You will sleep here tonight with me,” he said. “From now on, you will have my protection.”

      She relaxed into the mattress, her dark hair spilling over the side of the pillow. “Why are you helping me?”

      “I am a dragon. I protect what is mine,” he said, and indeed, his inner dragon stirred and chuffed, eyeing Maiara as if she were a valuable jewel.

      Far from comforting her, Maiara’s eyes narrowed and she shook her head. “Yours?”

      Alexander chided himself. The fear he saw in Maiara’s expression was the kind he’d seen in Rowan’s time and time again at the palace in Paragon. Any kindness or love Rowan received from their parents had been transactional, and it had made her weary of the cost of any sliver of happiness. Did Maiara fear that Alexander would expect something in return for his protection? Her body or her magic? The thought turned his stomach.

      “I mean only that you are my guide, Maiara, and, I think, my friend. I will protect you as long as we are together. That is all.”

      He sensed by the jut of her chin that she didn’t fully believe him but was too exhausted to fight. Her shoulders relaxed and she sank deeper into the mattress.

      “Sleep, Maiara. I will keep watch over you,” he said. It was enough. She slipped into oblivion, and he kept his promise.
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      “I think we made huge strides with Alexander today.” Raven lay next to Gabriel in the queen-size bed in the apartment they rented at New Horizons, a copy of Kill the Queen propped up on her massive stomach, possibly the only convenience afforded her by her pregnancy. She’d chosen the book precisely for the title, which made her smile every time she read it. There was nothing Raven would rather do than kill Gabriel’s wicked mother, former queen of Paragon, now evil empress. “Sharing what he did about Maiara couldn’t have been easy. The fact that he did it anyway means we’re gaining his trust.”

      “I certainly hope so. Rowan seems to think sharing is good for him.”

      “Do you think you can convince him to return to New Orleans with us?”

      “At this point, I’m happy he’s eating.” Gabriel threaded his fingers behind his head and stared at the ceiling.

      She tapped her thumb against the page of her book. “Tomorrow I want to spend some time experimenting with Maiara’s amulet and maybe do some research on the Midewiwin society of the Algonquians.”

      Gabriel groaned. “Raven, don’t get too deeply involved. Remember that you promised to return to Chicago with Tobias and me on Friday. I have purchased our tickets. Rowan will handle things here with Alexander.”

      “Don’t you want to know the source of Maiara’s magic and how her power remains in the amulet and her hawk? It’s an incredible accomplishment to create a spell that outlasts your death.”

      He turned on his side and propped his head up on his hand. “Honestly, no.”

      She did a double take. “No? What if there’s something there we can harness to help Alexander or your family in the future? This is unique magic, Gabriel. It’s not something you run into every day.”

      He blinked slowly. “For once, Raven, can’t you just worry about you?”

      She waved a hand dismissively. “I promise you, I’ll be on that Friday flight and everything will be fine. But until then, I’m going to figure out this Maiara thing. I think Alexander will really appreciate it.”

      He rolled onto his back, mumbling something about her being as stubborn as a mountain horse. “Birds of a feather,” she mumbled back at him.

      Her phone rang and she swept it off her nightstand. “That’s weird. It’s a voice call from Avery.”

      “How is that weird? She’s been texting you nonstop all day.”

      “Exactly. Texting. If she’s voice calling, it must be serious.” Raven’s mind flashed to her mother, and she tapped the screen, instantly worried something was wrong.

      “When are you coming home?” Avery asked before she could even greet her.

      “Hello to you too.” She glanced at Gabriel and mouthed, She seems upset. He rose from the bed and headed for the kitchen, closing the door behind him.

      “I’m sorry to be so abrupt, but I really need you.” Avery’s voice quaked over the line, and Raven closed her book and sat up straighter.

      “What’s going on?”

      “It’s Dad and Charlotte.”

      “Yes, I know, you’ve been texting me about them all day.”

      “There’s more, something I was going to wait to tell you because they asked me not to spoil the surprise, but I can’t wait anymore. It’s just so… unexpected.”

      “Why? What’s going on?”

      “He says he’s going to marry her. And it’s weird, Rave, but I swear she’s got some kind of hold on him. I mean, Dad? Married again? It makes no sense. And he follows her around like a puppy!”

      While Avery spoke, Raven flashed back to meeting Charlotte on her wedding day. The moment she’d shaken the woman’s hand, a shock ran up her arm, one she usually associated with magic. She didn’t think Charlotte was dangerous. At the time, she’d talked to Gabriel about it, and he suspected she was a natural witch. But if she was a natural witch, her subconscious magic might be influencing her father. She didn’t like it, especially with Avery close enough to get pulled into it.

      “Stay away from her,” Raven said, interrupting Avery’s story about her dinner with the two of them.

      “Huh?”

      “Stay away from her. I don’t trust her. I’ll help you when I get home. I leave Sedona Friday. Oh wait.” She cursed and slapped her forehead. She had to go to Chicago so Tobias could monitor the growth of the baby. She didn’t know when she’d be back in New Orleans. “I’m sorry, Avery. I forgot Gabriel and I have another stop to make on our trip.”

      “Sedona? You’re in Sedona? I thought you were honeymooning in Hawaii?”

      “Only for a day or two. Gabriel’s honeymoon plans are taking us all over the place.” She forced a laugh.

      “So what am I supposed to do about Charlotte? I can’t exactly avoid her. She comes into the Three Sisters with Dad on a regular basis.”

      “I don’t know. Just play it cool. Hang out with Mom. Lord knows Dad won’t stay around long if Mom is there.”

      “All great ideas. But seriously, Raven, when do you think you’ll be back?”

      She thought about that. “I’m not sure, but I’ll let you know as soon as I do.”

      Avery sighed heavily. “All right. I hope you are having fun at least. Get it in now before the baby comes. Who knows when you’ll have time after that?”

      “Right.” Raven laughed. “And, Avery, I’m sorry I’m not there to help you with Dad.”

      “I forgive you. I suppose you get a pass considering it’s your honeymoon and everything.”

      “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      She hung up the phone but couldn’t get Avery off her mind. She put her book aside and called for Gabriel. He returned and slid back into bed beside her.

      “Everything okay?” he asked.

      “Avery says my father is engaged to that woman, the one we thought might be a witch.”

      “Hmm. Good for him.”

      “Avery seemed really upset about it.”

      He kissed her on the forehead. “Do you want me to ask Richard to stop in at the Three Sisters and check on her?”

      She curled into his side. “No. I think it’s just a shock to both of us. It’s so soon after the divorce.”

      “From what you’ve told me. He’s always been… flighty.”

      “True,” she said, resting her head on his chest. “I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about.” She closed her eyes, and the sound of his purr ushered her to sleep.
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      The next morning, Rowan accepted an extra-large cappuccino from Nick and kissed him with more force than absolutely necessary. “Have I told you how much I love you today?”

      “Just today?” He winked at her.

      “Always. Thank you for this. I couldn’t sleep last night. I am so worried about Alexander.”

      “How come? I think it’s going well. He ate with us. Showered the stink off. We cleaned up his place.” Nick shrugged. “Frankly, I was surprised how much he shared. When we left him, he seemed okay.”

      “I know it appears that way, but I know Alexander.” She toyed with a curl of her hair. “At least I used to know him. We spent a lot of time together as children, and even though I haven’t seen him in centuries, we’ve communicated through his art and by letter. I think he’s sharing to placate us. He’s in a dark place.”

      Nick sipped his coffee. “How did you two reconnect? I mean, after you separated back then, what year was it?”

      “It was 1699. I was the first one to leave our party. The others were with her into 1700.”

      “So how did you find him again?”

      “The gallery. His art. He painted under a variety of identities. His work gained popularity in New York in the early 1900s. By 1920, everyone was talking about him. He’s changed his name since then, but his work has always found a market, and because I owned a gallery, it was inevitable it would find its way to me.” She laughed. “All his paintings were pure Alexander. I knew his work right away, the shifting patterns in the texture, the short, abrupt strokes, the color spectrum—he paints with colors that are common on Paragon. I knew it was him. So I wrote to him, and then I bought his paintings, and I kept buying them even when his depression robbed him of the ability to manage his own business. There was a stretch where I was the only one buying his work. I kept him afloat.”

      “And now you think his sharing is just a way to put you off the scent that he’s basically suicidal.”

      She nodded. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      A knock came on their apartment door. Rowan opened it to find Tobias waiting on the other side. “We have a problem.” Rowan followed her brother to Alexander’s apartment next door. “He wasn’t answering, so Raven used her magic to pop the lock and get inside.”

      Rowan found Gabriel cursing in the door to the bedroom. Past the simple bed, the window was open. Both Alexander and Nyx were gone.

      “He knew if he went out the front door one of us would hear him,” Rowan said. “We were stupid not to watch him more closely. Fuck!” She could kick herself.

      “What could we have done, Rowan? Watch him while he slept?” Tobias said. “He’s a grown dragon.”

      “Are you kidding me? He told us he was exhausted, and we pushed him to tell us more. Now he’s gone. With how much hurt we dredged up yesterday, I wouldn’t be surprised if we never see him again,” Rowan said.

      Gabriel asked Raven, “Can you do a locator spell? If we can find him, we can capture him. He won’t get away next time.”

      “We’re not trying to capture him, Gabriel! He’s our brother, not the enemy. We’re trying to help him.” Rowan’s voice rose with her anger. “And honestly, all of you coming at him at once is the last thing he needs.”

      “You know him best, Rowan. Where do you think he’d go?” Tobias asked.

      She shrugged. She was wondering the same thing herself. Closing her eyes, she tried to think if he’d ever mentioned anything in his letters about a favorite hangout or bar. All she could think of were the funny stories he had written to her about living here and all the new age trends that had come and gone. Her mental light bulb clicked on, and she grabbed Nick’s hand.

      “Where are you going?” Gabriel asked as she headed for the door.

      She turned to them and cleared her throat. “I have an idea where he might be, but I think Nick and I should go alone.” The warmth of Nick’s body beside her bolstered her resolve. For as much experience as she had facing off against Gabriel, she never enjoyed it.

      Thankfully, Tobias backed her up. “Makes sense. You can do this. You were always his favorite. If anyone can convince him to come back, it’s you.”

      “Of course she should go.” Raven turned toward Tobias. “And we should examine the amulet and start researching Maiara’s magic.”

      And just like that, Gabriel’s full attention was on Raven again, grilling her and Tobias on exactly where they planned to go and what they planned to do and if it was safe for Raven. Nick opened the door for Rowan, and they slipped into the Arizona heat.

      “Where do you think he went?” Nick asked.

      Rowan jogged down the stairs and walked through the parking lot toward the meditation center. “In all the time I’ve been buying Alexander’s paintings, the subject of most of his work has revolved around a handful of things: Maiara, Nyx, the Sedona landscape, but a few decades ago he painted something else, something that stood out to me—a mysterious cave. I have always wondered about that cave. It seemed like the perfect place for a dragon to hide and recharge.”

      “You think it’s his treasure room?” Nick raised an eyebrow.

      “Exactly.”

      “So why are we heading toward New Horizon’s meditation center?”

      “To see the man who runs this place, Mr. Gu. Alexander has rented this apartment for a decade. He’s a hermit, but he talked a lot about Mr. Gu in his letters. Alex often said that Gu noticed things other people didn’t. I have a hunch he’ll have an idea where Alexander goes when he’s not here.”

      Rowan entered through double glass doors into a vast air-conditioned space filled with light and polished white furniture. A glass room at the center was filled with people sitting cross-legged on red silk pillows, eyes closed, thumb and forefingers touching in the sacred om mudra. She scanned the rows of heads but didn’t see the man she was looking for.

      “Can I help you?” Mr. Gu emerged from one of the offices that lined the south wall. “I hope you are enjoying your stay with us. This meditation has already begun, but there will be another beginning in an hour.”

      “Actually, we’re here about my brother Alexander,” Rowan said. “He’s missing.”

      Mr. Gu smiled. “I never knew he had a sister, but then Alexander is a man of few words.”

      Rowan extended her hand. “I’m Rowan and this is Nick.” Mr. Gu shook her hand with a firm, confident grip.

      “It’s a pleasure.”

      “Thank you. But please, do you have any idea where my brother might have gone?”

      Mr. Gu frowned. “Your brother has been in need of healing for as long as I have known him. I’ve tried to help, but his soul is damaged in ways only he can fix.”

      Rowan nodded. “I know. We’re trying to help him.”

      “There are places in Sedona called vortexes, swirling, concentrated energy that calls to those like Alexander who desperately need its healing power. I have noticed when your brother’s aura has become exceptionally dark, he has, in the past, mentioned visiting a local place called Shaman’s Cave.”

      Hope bloomed in Rowan’s chest, and she squeezed Nick’s hand excitedly. “How do we get there?”

      “I have a map. Take water. It’s a two-hour hike from the parking area at Coconino National Forest. Be aware that the trail is unmarked in places and can be hard to follow.” Mr. Gu handed them a trifold guide. “May peace find you.”

      “Oh, thank you. I appreciate this so much.” Tugging Nick’s hand, Rowan turned to leave.

      “Yours is nice.”

      “Huh?”

      “Your aura. The two of you have the same hue. A beautiful rose color. Nick’s is darker than yours, but they go together perfectly.”

      Rowan grinned. “Thank you. That’s very sweet.” She followed Nick out the door.

      “Good to know our auras are a matched set,” Nick said lightly. “I’d hate to have to color mine to match. Even when the results are good, the upkeep is a nightmare!” He gave her an exaggerated scoff.

      Rowan giggled. “Was there ever any doubt?” She held up the map, her expression growing serious. “Let’s pray this is the place.”
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      A dragon’s ability to hide its treasure was unparalleled. Rowan expected Alexander’s cave to be unreachable by humans and magically warded against supernatural beings. If they had any hope of finding Alexander, Rowan and Nick would have to work together.

      As a supernatural, Rowan could find the cave but not enter it without Alexander’s permission. Nick could enter it, but Alexander would have chosen a location inaccessible to humans. If Alexander had cloaked the entrance in invisibility, neither of them would be able to see it. Luckily for Rowan, she had the best of both worlds and knew her brother better than anyone.

      After making the hike to Shaman’s Cave, Rowan sensed they were close. The metallic tang of magic hung in the air. She smiled. If it had been her, she would have chosen this area as well. “Are you game for a ride?” she asked Nick. “I need your help.”

      He clucked his tongue. “Always, baby.”

      Sweeping Nick into her arms, she unfurled her wings and cruised around the red crags, searching for Alexander’s hiding place.

      “But if it’s invisible,” Nick asked, “what are we looking for?”

      “Tell me if you see any irregularities in the stone. It’s here. I can smell my brother’s magic; I just can’t pinpoint it.”

      “There!” Nick pointed to a place where the reddish hues were broken and incongruent as if someone had folded the rock in half. She flew toward the side of the mountain and broke through Alexander’s invisibility charm. Landing on a projection of stone, she could feel the buzz of his protective ward coming from the dark opening of a cave, but she couldn’t see inside.

      “It’s homey,” Nick said.

      “You can see in?” she asked.

      He nodded.

      “Do you see Alexander?”

      “No.”

      “I can’t go any farther. His cave is warded,” she said to Nick. “If I call to him, he might run from me.”

      “You want me to find him and try to convince him to talk to you?”

      She grinned and spread her hands. “He’s a softy for humans.”

      “I’ll take care of it.” Nick kissed her on the mouth and moved past the magical barrier, disappearing into the darkness.

      Alexander’s voice boomed a moment later. “Come in, Rowan. By the Mountain, you’re a pain in the ass.”

      She tentatively stepped forward and felt the protective ward bend around her, then give way. Alexander strode from a side room that, from what she could see through the door, appeared to contain a notable amount of treasure along with more traditional bedroom furniture. He wrapped a silky black robe tighter around himself and tied the belt.

      Nick flashed her a self-satisfied grin.

      “I was in my dragon form, Rowan. For Mountain’s sake, you’re lucky I didn’t burn him to a crisp or worse, eat him alive,” Alexander said.

      “Give me a little credit,” Nick said. “It’s not like you’re the first dragon I’ve met. You’re not even the scariest.”

      “How did you find me?”

      “Master Gu. Plus that is your motorcycle in the Coconino parking lot.”

      He looked up at the ceiling. “Gu. That guy has an uncanny ability to annoy the hell out of me, even from afar.”

      “Hmm. He had only nice things to say about you.” Rowan rested her hands on her hips and looked around. The cave had been seriously enhanced to the point of being far nicer than his apartment. Extra was the word that came to mind. There was a full living room, complete with a fireplace that housed a crackling fire. To the right and behind the sofa grouping was a nicely appointed kitchen. Rowan could see more rooms down a hall behind the kitchen. And, of course, the treasure room to the left. “Nice place you got here.”

      “It’s been a labor of love.”

      “I thought you were practically destitute! You told me your paintings weren’t selling. And given the state of your apartment, I thought you’d completely stopped taking care of yourself.” She pointed her thumb over her shoulder in the general direction of New Horizons. “All this time, you’ve had this?”

      “To be honest, I’m not very good with money. But the proceeds of all those paintings you bought had to go somewhere. Plus you collect things over the years.” He glanced at his treasure room.

      She nodded slowly, then stared at him for a long breath. None of this was what she’d expected. This cave was well cared for, and far from being distraught, Alexander looked better than yesterday. “So… why did you take off like that?”

      He scrubbed his fingers through his hair. “I’m sick of Gabriel’s bullshit. I’m not going to New Orleans. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “I love you, Alexander, but you’re being a pill. Why not come back with us? You need help. You’re obviously hurting. It’s not like it will be forever. Gabriel will figure this thing out with Mom, and you’ll be back here in no time.”

      “I’m not going.”

      “You can bring the bird.” Rowan wasn’t sure how Nyx would do with Raven’s cat, but she was sure Gabriel wouldn’t bitch about her offer if it was what pushed Alexander to come with them.

      He looked at the hawk and scoffed. “If you can figure out a way for me to leave her behind, let me know. Even if I tried, she’d catch up with me.”

      For a minute she stared at her brother, wondering what to do next. Eventually she simply walked to the sofa and sat down, propping her feet up on the coffee table. Nick fell in next to her.

      “Don’t you have somewhere to be?” Alexander said with a note of annoyance in his voice.

      “Nope.” She tipped her head back to look at him. “I was wondering what you did about the monster you said was following Maiara?”

      “The wendigo…” He took a seat in the chair beside the fireplace. “It’s not an easy story to tell.”

      “I’ve got time.”
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      He woke beside her, the sunlight coming through the slats in the window. Alexander hadn’t intended on sleeping with Maiara, only to watch over her, but he’d rested his head in the wee hours of the morning and drifted under.

      Anyway, the bed was large and he was an honorable dragon. He’d remained fully dressed and didn’t cross the centerline of the bed. Still, in her sleep, she’d sought him out, moving to him and curling into his side. In his slumber, he must have embraced her because when he woke, she was wrapped in his arms, her head on his heart and the scent of spring in his nose.

      “I’m sorry,” he murmured into her hair when he felt her wake. He never saw her eyes open, just sensed a change in her breathing. “I should have asked permission to sleep beside you.”

      She lifted her torso until she hovered over him, her hair cascading from one shoulder like a sheet of dark silk. One of her hands came to rest on his chest. “This is your room.”

      Looking into her eyes, his jaw tightened. “Last evening, I did my best to make it clear to you my invitation did not come with additional expectations. There are no requirements of you, Maiara. I simply wanted you out of the cold.”

      With a deliberate grace, she folded her hands on his sternum and lowered her chin to his chest. “Do you find my nearness unpleasant?”

      “No.”

      “Does it bother you that I touch you?”

      “No.”

      “Good. I like to be near you. You are warm like sunlight on my skin.” Her full lips smiled softly.

      Alexander’s dragon rolled under his skin, excited by the idea that Maiara longed for his nearness. His heart pounded and his mouth turned dry as a stone. Was it possible that by some miracle Maiara felt the same inexplicable attraction to him as he felt to her?

      Languorously he trailed his fingers along the bones of her spine. Their eyes locked and held. She did not move away. She floated above him like a dark angel from some otherworld, and he basked in her breath-of-life beauty.

      “Alexander.” His name sounded strange on her lips, broken in odd syllables.

      “What is it?”

      “As I told you last night, the monster who killed my people is here. If you hadn’t come for me, I—”

      “I won’t let the wendigo hurt you.”

      She nodded. “I thought I’d outrun it. I thought it would never come this close to the land of white men. I was wrong. It’s here, and it is tracking me. And now the trees are dead for the winter and I can no longer use them to hide.”

      “You have my protection now,” he said. “Last night, I used my invisibility to bring you here. I can do it again. I will keep you safe.”

      She blinked slowly and made a sound low in her throat. “You can become invisible?”

      Demonstrating, he blinked out of sight and she scrambled back, taking the blanket with her. He appeared again, reaching out to her. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      Her face turned serious, and she ran her fingers over his sketch of the dragon on the nightstand. Dragons had a heart of stone, one that glowed from behind the scales of its chest. It had been difficult to capture this glow, using only charcoal pencil. If he’d had paint and canvas, he could better do it justice. But her focus landed on the pale shading he’d depicted, and he could tell she understood. “You have fire in your heart.”

      “Yes, more or less. All dragons can breathe fire. It’s part of what we are.”

      “The wendigo won’t stop with me. It won’t stop until every Algonquian is dead.”

      He studied her face. She was on the edge of something, an idea, and the fortitude he saw in her eyes made his heart swell with respect. To have a woman like her… Deep inside, his dragon twisted again.

      Her fingers toyed with the corner of the blanket wrapped around her, reminding him she was naked beneath it. Desire took root and branched through him. He tried to tamp it down, to rein in his inner dragon. He failed. Every inch of his skin came alive at the thought of tasting her, being inside her, marking her as his own. A fierce, overwhelming need burned within him, hot enough to raise the temperature in the room.

      The moment she felt it, her gaze locked with his. But she did not address the heat. Instead, she broached something else entirely. “What remains of my people live west of here. They call themselves the keepers of the fire. With your help, your fire, we could defend them against the wendigo and the rest of the Iroquois.”

      He understood now what she was trying to ask him. Now that she knew what he was, she wanted his protection, not only for herself but also for her people. His answer came immediately. “Then we go there.”

      She blinked at him in surprise. “It will not be easy. It is a long distance, straight through the territory of my enemy. The way will be dangerous, and there will be more snow.”

      He cupped her face. “We will go to these keepers of the fire. I will take you there. We will leave today.”

      “What about your sister?”

      “We can’t be more than a day’s ride from New York.”

      “A day’s ride. Yes.”

      “Rowan will go alone. She is dragon as well and stronger than she looks. You will draw her a map, and she will make her own way.”

      “I cannot repay you for this,” she said, her voice cracking.

      He sat up, bringing his face close to hers and spread his wings behind him. “You won’t have to.”
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      By the time they’d dressed and descended for breakfast, Gabriel and the others were already seated. Alexander joined his siblings at a long wooden table in the Lion’s Head Inn where they were partaking of a breakfast of sausages and porridge. While he’d hoped not to call attention to the fact Maiara had spent the night in his bed, however innocently, Gabriel noticed her position by his side immediately, put down his fork, and raised an eyebrow in his direction.

      “We need to talk.” Alexander forced back the familiar anxiety that came from facing his brother. Maiara was counting on him. He decided the best course of action was to share the least amount of information. Knowing Gabriel, the dragon would abandon Maiara if he thought she endangered their passage in any way. That was an unacceptable scenario.

      Tobias and Rowan stopped eating and looked up.

      “About what?” Gabriel eyed Alexander as if he didn’t like where this was going.

      “The storm last night was just the beginning. More snow will come. We must move west now or stay in New York for the winter. If we wait or go farther north, Maiara says the way may be impossible to traverse.”

      A barmaid with an overlong jaw and buckteeth brought Alexander tea but conspicuously ignored Maiara. Alexander handed his mug to their guide, then made a show of the fact he’d not been served. The horse-faced woman reluctantly brought another.

      Gabriel grunted. “We’ve agreed to take Rowan to New York. Besides, you know as well as I do that we can handle any weather this land delivers to us.”

      “We can. Maiara can’t.” Alexander’s dragon rose to the surface, this time out of anger. He wouldn’t allow Gabriel to plow over him this time. Maiara and her people were too important. And although the promise he’d made to her was not something he was ready to share, he refused to back down. “Rowan can advance to New York on her own. We must start west today.”

      Rowan and Tobias froze as if he’d just revealed he’d grown a third arm overnight. He’d never spoken to Gabriel in that tone before. Outwardly, he steeled his spine. Inwardly, Alexander prepared himself for the inevitable backlash that came at anyone who threatened Gabriel’s role as leader.

      Gabriel’s hands fisted on the table, but the pounding never came. He simply frowned and perused Maiara like she were a rare specimen of plant or animal he’d not encountered before.

      “Agreed,” he said. “The weather here is unpredictable, and these people are fragile. If Maiara wishes to go now, we go now.”

      Rowan squealed.

      “So happy to continue on your own, sister?” Gabriel shot Rowan a disapproving glare.

      Immune to his judgment, she smiled wickedly and stood from the table. She was wearing breeches again and a man’s shirt, although the delicate bones of her rouged cheeks could not be mistaken for a man’s. She swept her long black hair off her shoulder before answering. “Oh yes, brother. Being on my own is something I’ve waited for a long, long time. Give me my cut, and I’ll be on my way.”

      Gabriel sneered, reached inside his satchel, and produced a small purse. But when she attempted to take it, he clutched her fingers in his own. “Despite your haste to leave us”—his face grew serious—“you will be missed. Brutally, desperately missed. I love you dearly.”

      They stared at each other for a moment, hand in hand, and Alexander was sure he saw tears brim in both sets of eyes. And then she embraced him. Tobias was next to take her in his arms. At last Alexander had his chance to say goodbye, holding his dear sister and friend longer than the rest.

      “Once you are settled, send word. Find me when it’s safe,” she whispered in his ear.

      He nodded. They had to stay apart. They did not have to forget each other. “I will. I promise.” She took one last look at all of them and then rushed from the Lion’s Head before the tears Alexander saw welling could spill over the dam of her lower lids.

      The table grew quiet, the group reeling from the loss of yet another of their kin. This was why they were here, but it was harder than any of them expected. Beneath the table, he felt Maiara’s hand come to rest on his own, and the touch of her comforting fingers traveled straight to his soul.
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      An hour later, Alexander found himself on his horse again with the dull morning light at his back. Although the snow had melted, a thick, cold fog had settled among the trees, concealing patches of ice that occasionally caused the horses to trip along the slick trail.

      He couldn’t help but think the fog was a good metaphor for where he was at the moment. For the first time in his life, he was staring at a blank page without the benefit of imagining what the future might bring when he brought pencil to paper.

      Everything was new. New world. New, intense feelings for a woman whose possible indifference could not be overestimated. New relationship with his brothers. No longer was he forced to act the younger brother, the follower, the quiet obedient one. He could be anything. He could be himself, whoever that was.

      Today he was a dragon on high alert for a wendigo. Had it waited outside the tavern last night? Was it following them? The forest was alive with birds and tiny animals that skittered beneath the thick white cloud that clung to everything. He feared the wendigo would be upon them before anyone noticed its presence. Considering he hadn’t told his brothers about the creature, it was possible, even if they did notice, they wouldn’t register the danger immediately.

      Telling them, however, wasn’t an option. If they discovered she was a Midew and that a supernatural monster wanted her dead, they might choose to abandon her. Gabriel had made a point of avoiding human drama and violence. It was too tempting to reveal what they were under such circumstances.

      Maiara led the way beyond the last tavern onto narrow trails that weaved between the trees. Now it made sense why everything they’d brought with them had to fit on horseback—in the saddlebags, the large bedroll on the back of the saddle, or the packhorse. There was no room for a cart on these narrow trails. There was barely room for the broad shoulders of his brothers.

      Fog or not, he couldn’t miss the trembling of Maiara’s fingers. He rode close to her, Gabriel and Tobias falling to the rear. Even though she was covered in fur, he longed to pull her into his arms and protect her from both the cold and the monster that hunted her.

      At first Maiara stopped to break every few hours until it was clear Alexander and his siblings did not share the fragile compositions of human travelers. After that, she picked up the pace, her hawk following in the sky above them, and rode into the mist until it turned into a cold rain and soaked them through. She only stopped when the horses needed water.

      The trail ran along the side of a mountain, the rain gathering in a waterfall that pooled at the base. The horses dipped their heads and drank greedily, but Maiara seemed distracted by something in the woods. Alexander noticed the hawk circling silently above the same spot that drew her attention.

      In one fluid motion, she drew her bow from her back and nocked an arrow. Was the wendigo here? Alexander readied himself for the worst. His wings punched from his back and talons extended from his knuckles.

      But when her arrow flew, it did not target the wendigo. Instead, a few yards into the woods, it protruded from the body of a hare. Her marksmanship awed Alexander, who noticed she’d pierced the creature through the eye, killing it instantly. She lifted it from the shaggy underbrush and held it proudly above her head.

      “Wiyas,” she said. “To eat.” She motioned toward the sticks and branches that riddled the ground. “We will make fire.”

      “Alexander,” Gabriel growled.

      His desire to protect Maiara had superseded any ruse of keeping what he was a secret from her. There, in full daylight, he stood before Maiara and his brothers, wings stretched and talons out. Gabriel’s expression was nothing short of livid. Tobias’s jaw dropped, his eyes narrowing as if he couldn’t quite believe Alexander’s stupidity.

      “She knows,” Alexander admitted, squeezing his eyes shut for a long blink.

      “You told her?” Tobias’s accusing stare might as well have branded him a traitor.

      Maiara drew her knife and gutted the rabbit in the practiced way of an accomplished hunter. She grunted at Gabriel and gestured at him with the bloody blade. “Humans do not begin journeys at the mouth of winter. Humans do not say they cannot freeze to death or starve to death. You are dra-gon.” She skinned her kill. “I have eyes and ears. Do not blame Alexander.”

      Alexander swelled with affection for her. It was true he’d broken his promise to his brother and told her what he was, but he did not regret it. They needed her and she needed them. If he had any influence at all, this was how it would be.

      “We won’t hurt you,” Tobias said.

      Maiara’s dark brows crowded together on her forehead, and she started to laugh. “I am not afraid of you, dra-gon.” She raised the bloody knife between them once more. “But I think the time for hiding is done.”

      She pointed to an opening in the side of the mountain. “We camp here. Others use this place. One of you must check that it is empty and for dry wood inside for cooking. We need fire.”

      Alexander retracted his wings and claws. “We have fire.”

      Tobias glanced between Alexander and Gabriel. “One of us will need to hunt. We are going to need more than one rabbit.”

      Alexander removed his coat. “I will hunt. You start the fire.”

      “And I will check the cave,” Gabriel said. Something about the way he said it made Alexander believe he’d be quite happy to find a bear to wrestle within its depths. He was still furious with him.

      “A nice young stag sounds delicious,” Tobias called to him before following Gabriel.

      “You’ll get what you get,” Alexander muttered toward their backs. His gaze fell on Maiara. “I have to… change… to hunt.”

      She paused what she was doing long enough to shrug.

      Moving for the cover of an outcropping of stone away from the horses so as not to spook them, Alexander undressed, doubled over, and dug his claws into the ground. He allowed the transformation to take hold, his forearms shingling with turquoise-blue scales, his spine stretching into a tail. When it was done, he moved out from the shelter and, as silently as possible, slipped toward the woods.

      Maiara’s head snapped up and her mouth gaped. The skinned rabbit dropped from her hand.

      As he’d feared. A sketch of a dragon on a page was nothing compared to seeing one in person. This could change everything.

      Gently, as gently as he could in this form, he lowered his head and nudged her shoulder with his nose, the shoulder where he knew the wendigo’s scar marred her flesh under her tunic. A reminder, he hoped, that they were different but the same. Both creatures of magic.

      Each heartbeat seemed to echo in the quiet of her perusal. He held absolutely still. Could she accept what he was, or was seeing his dragon in the flesh too much for her human mind to handle? But her hand rose and stroked his cheek. Secure in that reassuring touch, he backed away, spread his wings, and started to hunt.

      Later when his kill—he had found a young stag after all—was roasting over the fire, Maiara chose to sit beside him near its warmth. At first she stared at the fire in silence. Who needed to speak when Tobias and Gabriel chatted on about the differences between a Paragonian forest and those of this realm? Besides, Alexander had never been the chatty sort, preferring to express himself with his art rather than his words. He picked up his sketchbook and started drawing Maiara while he waited to eat.

      “You are beautiful as a drag-on,” she said softly.

      He paused his pencil. The light of the fire cast shadows along her face and neck. How he’d love to trace that long, smooth trail from her ear to her shoulder with his fingers, feel the hollow of her throat, the soft curves that no doubt led to her navel. The fire had raised the temperature in the cave, and her skin glistened in a way he knew he’d never fully capture in his sketches.

      “You weren’t afraid?” he asked.

      “At first.” She looked down at the cave floor. “Then I saw you inside.” She pointed to her eyes. “It is still you, through the eyes.”

      He nodded. That was one way to think of it.

      “Your brother started this fire with his breath,” she said, her brow crinkling as if the memory disturbed her.

      “That explains the smell.” There was a moment’s hesitation before she laughed.

      “You have fire inside. You truly cannot burn.” The playful curiosity on her face was irresistible. He reached down and removed his boot and sock and rolled up his pant leg. While she watched in obvious horror, he extended his bare foot until it rested on the burning logs. Beside him, she inhaled sharply. After several breaths, she began to squirm until she had to cover her eyes. Eventually her hand shot out and landed on his forearm.

      “It doesn’t hurt me,” he reassured her.

      She tightened her grip and laughed nervously. “It hurts me.”

      He pulled his foot out of the fire. To his disappointment, her fingers trailed from his arm.

      “You are a good shot with that bow.” He rolled down his pants and reached for his sock.

      “I learned to hunt as a child.”

      “Is that common among your people?” In Paragon, only elves hunted with bows and arrows. And while they did learn as children, the weapon was used for self-defense rather than hunting in most cases. Only a select few of their kind actually hunted for meat.

      “In many tribes, women do not do the hunting. It is left to the men. The women take care of the home. But my father insisted that I learn.”

      Interesting. Every time he thought he understood humans, he turned out to be wrong. “You said your father was an English trapper. Did your people accept that he wanted you to be different?”

      She sighed. “I was always different. My father loved my mother, but he did not live with us. Their spirits were not joined.” She held two fingers together. “Not… married.”

      “Is that difficult for a child in your culture?”

      “It was allowed because my mother was a Midew. Otherwise she would have been pressured to marry and raise me with a warrior of our tribe.”

      “All the women who are not healers must marry?”

      “It is considered rude for a woman to turn away too many warriors. It is not a law, only an expectation.”

      “Where I come from, there are fewer women of our species than men. It is unheard of for women not to marry, usually at a young age. I understand what you mean about societal expectations.”

      The fire danced in her dark eyes. “My father came to our village several times every year and would stay with us, and then when I was old enough, before I’d become a woman, he started taking me with him on his expeditions. He taught me to hunt, to trap, and to speak English.”

      Alexander stared into the fire. “It sounds like he loved you very much.”

      “He did. And I loved him. He believed in my magic even though he had different gods.”

      Alexander thought he would have liked Maiara’s father. “I do not have so many memories of my father, and few of them are pleasant.”

      She frowned. “What was it like when you were a child?”

      He leaned back on his elbows, wondering if he could distract her by putting his foot back in the fire. But in the end, he answered her with a story that summed up his childhood.

      “From the time we can walk, dragon boys are taken to fighting rings called pits. Because my mother was the queen of our kingdom, I went to a special pit where I trained with my brothers only.”

      She placed a hand on his arm as if she wasn’t sure she’d understood him correctly. “Your mother was queen? You are prince?”

      “Yes, but not anymore. We were exiled during a coup that overthrew our kingdom.”

      “I am sorry.”

      He couldn’t interpret the tightness that gathered at the corners of her eyes and mouth, but he continued.

      “Girls don’t train in the pits, but nearly all of them learn to fight on their own. Parents recognize that they, of any of us, need to know how to defend themselves, but the training is all done in private and no parent would ever admit it.”

      “It is secret?”

      “Secret.”

      “But not for the boys.”

      “No. For the boys it is very public. And for boys of noble birth, it is nothing short of torture.” Alexander looked across the fire to where his brothers were still laughing, telling stories, and paying him and Maiara no attention. He leaned his head closer to hers. “The eldest brothers receive all the training, but the younger of us are made to fight. So being the third in line for the throne, and a boy with a soul for art rather than war, I spent a lot of time on my back in the dirt or on a training mat. And it was all publicized. My failure was used to make Gabriel and my brother Marius look stronger to our people.” He frowned at the humiliating memory.

      “Is this why you fear Gabriel?”

      He did a double take. “Why do you think I fear Gabriel?”

      Her eyes flicked across the fire. “You hesitate to speak to him. You often follow behind. Even now, you lower your voice as if you fear displeasing him.”

      An undesirable truth. He hated that she was right. He kept his eyes trained on the fire, the weight of her stare heavy on his cheek.

      She nudged his elbow. “No pit here. No reason to be afraid.” When he looked at her, her brows lifted and he returned her smile.

      “Right. You’re right about that.” The smile faded from his mouth as a thought crossed his mind. “Maiara, do you have a mate among your people?” He held his fingers together as she had when describing her parents.

      Her eyes narrowed as if she was struggling with a word.

      “A husband? A lover? Someone who is courting you?” he clarified.

      She shook her head. “No. Among my people, I spent much time developing my skills as a Midew like my mother. I had no time for… marriage games.”

      Marriage games. He’d cared little for those in Paragon as well.

      “Do you have a… mate where you are from?” she asked.

      “No,” he scoffed. “In Paragon, my family did not play… marriage games often. And when we did, it was for political reasons.”

      Her dark brows became two slashes over her obsidian eyes. “Paragon is the name of your land.”

      He stared into the fire, an old sadness bleeding into his disposition. “It’s not my land. Not anymore.”

      This she seemed to understand to the depths of her soul. Staring straight into the fire, she slid her hand down his arm and threaded her fingers into his. No further words were spoken. None were needed.
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      Rowan stood and stretched, cracking her neck. The emotional toll of Alexander’s storytelling was bleeding over onto her. She remembered the pits and what it had been like to reveal her true form to Nick for the first time. While she knew this was helping Alexander, she needed a break and was pleased that he’d paused where he did.

      “Can I interest either of you in a drink?” Alexander asked.

      “Yes,” Rowan said quickly.

      Alexander moved into the kitchen. “I have some tequila and mix. How does a margarita on the rocks sound? I don’t have a blender out here.”

      “Heavenly.” Rowan looked at Nick. “Honey?”

      “Beer?” Nick asked.

      Alexander hooked a Dos Equis from the fridge and slid it across the counter to him.

      The sun was setting outside the cave, and the view of Sedona with its bluebell-colored sky and rusty red terrain was postcard perfect. Rowan wished she could fully enjoy it, but she was distracted by the way Nick studied Alexander as if his detective background was kicking into gear again. She nudged him and raised an eyebrow.

      “Uh, the way you ended that story, it almost sounded like Maiara didn’t have a home, but weren’t you headed to be with and defend her people?” he asked.

      Rowan rubbed her temples. Guess they weren’t taking a break after all.

      Alexander stared out the mouth of the cave at the setting sun as he squeezed a lime into Rowan’s drink. “Both her parents had been killed by the wendigo as well as the rest of her Midewiwin society. I learned later that her extended family unit had been killed as well, some of them in the war with the Iroquois, others trying to defend the Midewiwin society during the attack. She was taking me to her people, her tribe, but they were not her close family. And her arrival there was not exactly welcomed with open arms.”

      “Are you saying her people didn’t want you there once you arrived?” Rowan couldn’t believe it.

      Nick interrupted. “Where was the bird during all this?” He gestured toward Nyx. “That thing you said about it coming to your window when Maiara was half-frozen, that ain’t normal.”

      “Nick…”

      “I’m just sayin’ people don’t usually talk to their hawks like that. Or have hawks as pets for that matter.”

      Alexander turned from them to stare at the hawk and then handed the margarita to Rowan. He poured himself one, stronger than Rowan’s. He never answered Nick.

      Rowan noticed. “Alexander, do you keep anything to eat out here? We haven’t eaten since breakfast.”

      Blinking rapidly, Alexander snapped out of whatever revolving thoughts had sent him staring into his drink and looked at Nick. “Yes, I do, and she’s right, you need to eat and drink something. I can hear your stomach growling.”

      Rowan noticed for the first time that night Nick looked truly exhausted. She’d been so caught up in Alexander’s story she hadn’t properly cared for her mate. Thankfully, a few moments later, a pot that smelled like chili and some crusty bread appeared on the kitchen counter.

      “Whoa!” Nick said. His eyes blinked rapidly.

      “Willow?” Rowan asked.

      “Yes.”

      “After the state of your apartment, I thought you’d sent him away.”

      Alexander shrugged. “I did. I sent him here to the mountain where he feels at home. He’s an oread, Rowan. A mountain nymph. He belongs here, not picking up after a ghost of a man in a filthy one-bedroom apartment over a smarmy spiritual retreat.”

      Her heart warmed. Perhaps she had been wrong about his suicidal tendencies this entire time. “You did it out of compassion for him, not because you wanted to turn him loose before you died.”

      He whirled on her then, his dark hair wild around the sharp bones of his face. A dark cloud moved in behind his eyes. Rowan had never seen a person burned at the stake. She’d heard about it over the course of her long life but had never seen it. The way Alexander looked at her then, she would’ve sworn he was burning alive. The darkness in that look made her take a step back and hold her breath.

      “No one wants to die, Rowan,” he said, his voice lined with grit. “They want the pain to stop.”

      She didn’t know what to say. She held his gaze, wondering how to help him.

      It was Nick who spoke up. “Pain is nothing to be afraid of.” There was no pity in the look he gave Alexander. “Pain is a reminder you can feel. Fear the day you no longer feel anything. Numb is the worst. Numb is empty.”

      “Nick…,” Rowan said.

      “No. This guy needs to hear this.” He pointed a finger at Alexander’s chest. “The reason you feel pain is because you had love once and you lost it. That’s horrible. It’s a horrible thing that happened to you. But you had love, all right. You have happy memories. That’s why you feel the pain. That’s something to hold on to.”

      The two men stared at each other, each one shifting as if they might either hug or let fists fly. Rowan prepared herself to break it up if she had to, but there was something good happening here. Her brother’s shoulders drooped in surrender, and he started ladling some chili into a bowl.

      “Where the fuck did you find this guy?” Alexander asked Rowan.

      “Manhattan.” Rowan accepted a steaming bowl and returned to the couch in front of the fire. Nick did the same.

      Alexander returned to his chair and started eating. “I can’t tell you more tonight.”

      “It’s okay. You don’t have to,” she said.

      “Don’t go back to the apartment. Gabriel will give you shit if you go back, and you’ll end up cracking and telling him where I am. Just… I need some time.”

      Rowan threaded her fingers into Nick’s. “We’ll stay and won’t tell Gabriel a thing.”

      “Perfect.”

      “Anyway, you can tell us more of the story tomorrow morning.” Rowan stared at him over her margarita, the way she used to when they were kids and she was trying to get him to do something for her.

      Alexander rolled his eyes. “I promise you, I’ll try.”
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      The next morning, Rowan woke beside Nick as the sunrise cut through the cave opening and showered the sofa bed they slept in with golden rays that made the azure sky and red mountains in the distance seem to glow. The sight was bright and glorious, and Rowan could tell Nick was fascinated. The ward protecting the cave also acted as a window, keeping the inside warm and free from bugs or critters. It made for cozy sleeping and a perfect view.

      In the next room, the light glinted off the pile of treasure that Alexander slept beneath. A shower of coins and jewels clattered to the stone floor. Rowan watched a turquoise-scaled paw retract into the dark recesses of the pile.

      “I don’t think she’s dead,” Nick mumbled, his eyes never leaving the mountains.

      “Huh?” Rowan snuggled in close to him under the faux fur blanket. In the morning light, she traced the scar that cut through his lip and trailed her nail over the stubble of his chin.

      “I don’t think Maiara is actually dead.”

      Rowan’s hand pressed flat to his chest. “Shhh. Don’t say that so loud.” She glanced back toward the next room where she hoped Alexander was still asleep under his pile of treasure. She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Gabriel, Tobias, and Alexander saw her body burn. She’s definitely dead.”

      “It’s incredible to me that I am the newest addition to this family but the only one who seems to appreciate this thing you all call magic.” He scrubbed his hand through his whiskey-colored hair.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Do dragons commonly have relationships with their pets like Alexander has with his bird? Or is this as crazy as it seems?” Nick gestured in the direction of Alexander’s room where Nyx was asleep on a perch beside the pile of treasure.

      “It’s crazy for sure, although if what Gabriel and Alexander said is true, it makes sense. If Nyx is truly the bird that once was his mate’s familiar, then she is the last piece of his relationship that remains.”

      “Uh, yeah, explain to me how a hawk can live to be over three hundred years old again?” Nick turned on his side and reached around her to run the tips of his fingers down the length of her spine. If he kept doing that, she wasn’t sure she could explain anything. Her mind would go completely blank.

      “Obviously magic was involved in making her immortal. Maiara must have enchanted the hawk before she died.”

      Nick’s eyes narrowed contemplatively. “And why would she do such a thing? What was Maiara’s motivation for making her hawk immortal?”

      Rowan opened her mouth to answer, but the truth was she had no idea. It was highly unusual.

      “After you fed me your tooth and we were bonded, you explained to me that if you ever died, I would die too. My immortality is tied to your magic.”

      “That’s right.”

      “So if Maiara used her magic to make her familiar immortal and Maiara is dead, shouldn’t the bird be dead too?”

      “Maybe. That’s how dragon magic works, but we never really understood Maiara’s magic.”

      “Because she was human but had some really insane Midew powers given to her by the Great Spirit, right?”

      “Right.”

      “Even Alexander doesn’t seem to understand her magic.”

      “He said she melded into the trees. Maybe she had some type of nymph blood we never knew about.”

      “And if nymphs make something immortal and they die, the magic remains?”

      Rowan sighed. “The magic dies too. Actually, I don’t think nymphs have the type of magic to make something immortal anyway, now that you mention it.”

      The corner of Nick’s mouth twitched. “Do you see what’s bothering me? I’m new to this magic and immortality thing, but I haven’t heard you talk about even one creature whose magic outlives them.”

      “I don’t know of any. But what other explanation could there be?”

      The question hung in the sliver of space between them, the whisper landing heavy on Rowan’s heart. She should have thought of those questions, but she’d been too focused on reconnecting with Alexander and saving him from drowning in despair. She’d never assumed the hawk in his painting was the same hawk that was Maiara’s. This was new information. But Nick was right. It was more than a little strange. No wonder Raven had been so intent on studying it.

      “You know how you locked Verinetti inside his animal form?”

      How could she forget? A former boyfriend and shifter, Michael Verinetti had betrayed Rowan to the New Amsterdam vampires. She’d retaliated by having a witch make an enchanted cuff that she’d had her friend seal around Michael’s leg when he was in the form of an owl. The magic stopped him from shifting back into his human form. Verinetti would remain an owl for as long as he lived. “Of course I do.”

      “Well? Maybe something like that happened to Maiara.”

      Rowan tucked her chin in to get a better look at Nick’s face. “You think Maiara was actually a shifter and she’s somehow stuck in her bird form and that’s why the bird has lived so long?”

      Nick shrugged. “Tell me why I’m wrong.”

      “For one, I personally saw the hawk and Maiara together at the same time back in 1699. Maiara definitely did not shift into the hawk.”

      “Okay.”

      “Second, shifters can’t meld into trees. That’s a nymph thing. And nymphs can’t shift.”

      “Hmm. And nymphs can’t do magic, but Alexander says she was a healer and she enchanted the bird.”

      Rowan frowned. “Maybe she was a natural witch.”

      “Can a witch’s spell outlive them?”

      “No. I don’t think so. Not something like immortality.”

      Nick sighed. “It doesn’t take an NYPD detective to figure there’s something worth investigating here. I, for one, would like to know exactly how Maiara died and the events leading up to those circumstances.” In his excitement, Nick had raised his voice, and Rowan cringed at the sound of the pile of treasure shifting behind her.

      Metal clinked against metal. She rolled over in time to see her brother emerge from his pile of treasure in his human form and draw his shiny black robe around his naked body.

      “I promised you the rest of the story, Nick,” Alexander growled. “And I won’t go back on my word. I just hope you’ll allow me a cup of coffee first.”

      The coffee machine started to run, and the scent of oread filled Rowan’s nose. “Would you and your guests care for breakfast this morning?” Willow’s voice whispered from somewhere near the kitchen.

      Alexander’s gaze darted between Rowan and Nick. “Why the hell not? The human would like to hear the rest of the story, and he might as well do it with a full belly.”
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      Days and then weeks melted away in the rhythm of travel. As Maiara had predicted, the snow moved in and the days grew short. Between Gabriel, Tobias, and Alexander, they ate well of hunted game and always had a bit of meat left over for the trail. Along with the dried grain, fruit, and nuts they’d brought and rationed and the wild onions and acorns Maiara found and prepared for them, no one went hungry.

      But as the temperature dropped, water became harder to come by. The trails, carved by migrating people and animals, bordered streams and waterfalls, but that afternoon everything was frozen.

      The snow had started again, white flakes the size of dandelion blooms that floated down and coated them and their horses. Everything white. Everything frozen except for Alexander and his brothers, who were noticeably steaming.

      Maiara dropped from her pony beside a river coated in a thick layer of ice. She picked up a stone and struck the surface, but she could not break through to the liquid below. “We need water for the horses.”

      “Stand back. I’ll melt it,” Alexander offered.

      Gabriel scoffed. “No need, brother.” He slid off his horse and shuffled a few yards out onto the ice. Extending the talons of his right hand, he lowered himself to one knee and punched into the frozen surface. A spider’s web of cracks extended from his fist. Jaw clenched in determination, he leaped into the air and punched again, this time plunging through with a splash. Maiara gasped, undoubtedly fearing for his safety.

      Alexander shook his head and laughed. “Show-off.”

      Gabriel’s head broke the surface in a steamy rush, his beard dripping. His eyes glowed red from his inner dragon rising to the surface, and steam rose from the water as he warmed the space around him. Wading to shore, he extended his wings and shook like a wolf shaking off rain.

      An icy drop hit Maiara’s cheek, and she grunted before leading the horses to the water. “It grows dark. We must make camp here.”

      Alexander frowned at the way she shivered. Even under every fur she owned, she couldn’t keep warm. There was no cave or shelter along this part of the trail, and the winter storm had grown until he could barely see her through the falling snow. He would start a fire, but keeping it burning through the night would require constant tending. Nodding his reassurance to her, he started gathering wood in the clearing next to the stream.

      “This isn’t good,” Tobias whispered to him. “She’s already shivering, and keeping a fire going in this weather is going to be nearly impossible.”

      He didn’t say a word but piled the wood high. Nearby, Maiara removed the simple tent she’d acquired in Philadelphia from the packhorse and began to pitch it in the mounting wind. She had used the tent many times during their travels but never in cold such as this. The canvas bent and bowed in the storm. He finished with the wood and helped her stake it down. Together, they reinforced the supports with ropes tied to nearby trees.

      It was completely inadequate for the weather.

      While Gabriel and Tobias started the fire, he followed her inside the tent, where she’d spread a pelt over the icy ground. “You’re shivering,” he said.

      “I need the fire.” Her teeth clacked together. His dragon twisted in discomfort, and he could stand no more.

      “Let me help you.” He spread his arms and his wings, as much as the small space would allow, and she did not hesitate to enter them. His eyelids sank as her fresh, green scent filled his nose and the softness of her hair brushed his cheek. Enfolding her in his wings, he lowered both of them to the floor of the tent, using his arms to pull her fur cloak tighter around her. After only a few seconds, her shivering quieted and she leaned her full weight into his chest.

      “Do you never grow cold?” she asked.

      Alexander thought about the question. “I feel the cold. It’s not as if I can’t tell ice from fire. I can, and I much prefer the latter. But the cold isn’t dangerous to me. It’s never made me uncomfortable to the point I couldn’t eat or sleep.”

      “You are always this warm. All of you?” Her gaze darted toward the tent’s flap, beyond which the silhouettes of his brothers worked to build a bonfire and prepare stew from their reserves.

      “Yes. Sometimes hotter. We were born in the belly of a volcano. We thrive in the heat.”

      She sagged against him. With the weather coming, Maiara had ridden hard with few breaks, trying to get them to the Potawatomi village as quickly as possible.

      “Are we close?”

      She opened her eyes and peeked up at him. “Two days’ journey.”

      “But you’re tired.”

      “Yes. I have never traveled so far so fast.”

      “Rest now. I will wake you when the food is done.”

      “I should help cook.”

      “My brothers will do the cooking tonight.”

      Tension melted from her body and she sank deeper into his arms. Contentment softened her cheeks, bringing back the radiance he’d seen the first night he’d met her. He tried his best to commit every detail to memory so he could draw her as soon as he could get his hands on his sketchbook.

      “Tell me about Paragon.”

      He adjusted her in his arms while he considered what would make sense to her. “Paragon is a land divided into five kingdoms. In the ruling kingdom, the kingdom of Paragon, it never snows. I grew up in a palace built into the side of a volcano that we call Obsidian Mountain.”

      “Are there trees there?”

      Alexander raised his eyebrows. “Oh yes. Our forests are tropical and our flora and fauna are different from what grows here. In the forests of Rogos, that’s the Kingdom of the Elves, it is said every variety of tree grows, one from every realm in the universe. The first time I saw you, I thought you reminded me of an elf, although to be honest, we were never allowed to spend much time in Rogos or with its people.”

      “Why not?”

      “My siblings and I…” Her eyes were closed and he tightened the wrap of his wings around her. “As I mentioned before, we were heirs to the throne, the sons and daughter of the queen.”

      Her eyelids cracked open. “I remember. My people do not have kings and queens.”

      “What do you have?”

      “There is a leader, white men call him chief, we call him ogama. The ogama has a wise council, one of whom is the healer or Midew. Most of the time, these leaders are men. My mother was a Midew, and she taught me the ways at her side. She was once part of my ogama’s council. They have passed into the Land of Souls now.”

      He stroked her hair back from her face, and she closed her eyes again. “I’m sorry.”

      She swallowed. “She is the reason I survived. She taught me to hide in the trees.”

      Alexander wondered why her mother hadn’t used her power to escape the wendigo’s attack, but if she’d been trying to save the other Midew, some of whom weren’t strong enough to use that type of magic, it was possible she just didn’t have the chance. “How does that work?”

      She smiled up at him and narrowed her eyes. “It takes years of training. I cannot teach you.”

      Of course not. He tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear.

      “If you were royalty in your land, why did you come here?” she asked.

      Alexander pursed his lips. This was not something he liked to think about, and he hadn’t shared it with anyone outside his family before. He longed to share it with Maiara though. He wanted to be known by her. He wanted to know her. “My brother Marius, the oldest of our siblings, was meant to take over as king. On his coronation day, our uncle, the current king, murdered him so that he could retain control of the throne.”

      This time her eyes opened wide and her lips parted. “He would have killed you too?”

      “Yes. Our mother, the queen, used her magic to send us here. We assume our uncle killed her and our father as well. That’s how it is in Paragon, the oldest brother and sister are king and queen and each take a consort as their mate.”

      Maiara narrowed her eyes. “This uncle who killed them, he continues to rule your land?”

      “Yes.”

      “You said the queen used her magic. Do you have magic too?”

      He held up his right hand and wiggled the finger wearing the large turquoise ring that was the source of his magic in his human form. “Yes. Dragons are magical beings. We are born with the ability to protect what is ours. We can make ourselves invisible, fly, have superior strength and speed, and we can also lay protective wards around an area, keep it hidden from view and inaccessible to anything supernatural. It comes from our origins, our nature to hoard and protect treasure.”

      “But you said the queen used magic to send you away.”

      “Yes, but that’s different. As magical creatures, we can perform spells. We aren’t like witches, mind you. We can’t naturally control the elements with our intention. But we can follow a spell, like a recipe, and it will sometimes work because of our magic. Before her death, our mother had amassed a great book of dragon spells. She enchanted our rings before Marius was murdered. We believe she suspected our uncle’s treachery and prepared the spell she used to save us in advance.”

      Maiara sighed and burrowed deeper into the nest of his jacket. “Thank the Great Spirit you came. I would surely be dead if not for you.”

      He scoffed. “I don’t believe that. The girl who speaks to hawks and hides in trees would have found a way to survive.”

      “Many of my kind, Midews, have animals that help them bridge between this life and the next. Nikan is mine. She came to me when I reached the level in my training where I understood the thin line that separates us from our ancestors. Nikan and I are bound to each other.”

      Alexander looked up then at the silhouette of the bird on the roof of the tent. He sometimes forgot Nikan was there anymore, but she rarely moved far from Maiara. “Should we invite her inside?”

      “No. She is happy where she is. She prefers not to be contained.”

      “I see.”

      “You are a good dragon for asking,” she said. “And for coming with me to protect my people.”

      “Maybe. Maybe I have my reasons for being good and they are not so innocent as you might think.” Immediately he regretted saying it. Why had he? It was a deep secret he should have kept to himself.

      “No? What reason could you have to help someone like me? Other white men call us savages.”

      He tapped her nose. “The white men who say those things are filthy dolts. The only things savage about you are your intelligence and your beauty.” Her ebony eyes locked with his, and the smile faded from his face. “Perhaps my reasons for helping you have more to do with that than pure benevolence.”

      The way Maiara looked at him then was raw and transparent. In that moment, he wanted her as males of all peoples wanted their females, and she must have seen it in him, because she brought her hand to his face. He made no attempt to hide the hunger in his eyes. The way she tipped her head and parted her lips only encouraged him.

      “You are a man of honor,” she said. “Being here with you, warmed in your arms, is as natural as breathing. It reminds me of summer.”

      “I couldn’t agree more.” He touched his forehead to hers.

      “I had a dream. Before I met you.” Her voice wavered, and he got the sense she hadn’t expected to share this with him. He pulled back so he could see her better.

      “What happened in this dream?”

      “After my father was murdered by the wendigo and I escaped into a tree, I waited two days to come out. I had to make sure the creature was gone. I only emerged when it was clear if I did not I would starve to death. After that, I hunted and existed and survived until I knew the weather would soon be too cold to support this way of life.

      “One night, while I slept in my tree, I had a dream. I saw my mother’s face, and then a thunderbird picked me up in its talons and dropped me in the land of the white man. There I found a box, and inside was a stone like the one in your ring. I took the stone between my hands, and its magic felt hot.

      “It glowed as bright as the sun. I recognized this as a great gift because a cold and dark force had captured my people. I wanted to give the stone to the keepers of the fire to protect them from the evil they were enduring. But when I arrived in their village, the stone cracked like an egg and inside was a bird I’d never seen before. The bird became fire and then dust and then a bird again, and no warrior could best its magic.”

      “A phoenix?”

      “I do not know that word.”

      He shook his head like the name didn’t matter. “What do you think this dream means?”

      “I think it means I was meant to meet you, Alexander, and meant to take you back to the Potawatomi. I think the fire is you. You will protect my people against the Iroquois and the wendigo.”

      “Oh.” His gaze drifted away from her.

      “In my hands,” she murmured.

      “Pardon?”

      “You were meant to go there, in my hands. In my arms. Your heat, in my blood.”

      His breath caught. She slid her hands around his neck and pulled herself closer to him.

      Kissing her was as natural as taking his next breath. He held her loosely, allowing her to come to him on her own terms, at her own speed. When their mouths connected, the crackle of magic coursed through his blood, from his mouth to his chest and then low in his abdomen. He felt himself harden beneath her and wondered if she could tell through the layers she wore.

      Oh, how he wanted to be the man of her dream. His inner dragon coiled and stretched inside him, made happy by the feel of her arms. He cradled her head and tickled her upper lip with his beard. The closeness tore down any barriers left between them. He had nothing to compare this to. He’d never felt this way about a female, even in Paragon where his social calendar had allowed for a number of physical relationships. This was different. This was intimacy.

      Her lips parted and he tasted her. By the Mountain, this was a fire he had never known before. She returned the taste, licking inside his mouth and adjusting herself in his lap. She paused to shed her outer layer of fur and positioned a knee on either side of his hips. Indeed, the tent had grown hot, even with the snow and wind blowing beyond its walls.

      “You taste of smoke, fresh cut wood, and pawpaw fruit,” she said.

      “What’s a pawpaw fruit?”

      She didn’t answer but kissed him again. Chest pressed to chest, he swallowed her moan and stroked along the place where her braid cascaded down the muscles of her back. He raised his hips, grinding against her. There was no hiding his desire for her now, and she didn’t move away. He could only imagine what it would feel like to be inside her. He longed to have nothing between them, to join with her, maybe even bond with her. Yes, his dragon liked that idea.

      Mine.

      She dug her fingers into his hair and kissed him harder, her body rising and falling above him. He cursed the layers of clothing between them.

      “Stew is ready,” Tobias yelled from the fire.

      “Best eat it quickly,” Gabriel said. “The fire won’t last in this.”

      By this he meant the blizzard. The snow cascaded in heavy blots beyond the canvas, collecting in a thick shadow around the base of the tent. He would have loved to ignore his brothers and continue kindling the fire he and Maiara had started inside the tent, but she had grown thin, the traveling harder on her than the rest of them. He steadied her, his thumbs braced on the bones of her hips.

      “You need to eat,” he said. Her stomach growled its agreement.

      Reluctantly she pulled away. He reached for her fur and drew it around her shoulders and then spread his wings to free her from his embrace.

      “Two more days until we reach your people. I will see you safely into their arms.”

      She narrowed her eyes and smiled in understanding, their earlier intimacy extending to this moment. This was for the best. Alexander wanted more than a tent in the snow. If he had her, if she gave herself to him, he wanted forever. He wanted a home.

      “Two more days,” she repeated.

      He moved toward the flap. “It’s cold. Stay. I will bring you food.”

      “It is cold. Won’t you keep me warm when you return?”

      The smile he gave her was laced with wanting. “It would be my honor.”
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      Two days later, with snow peppering his horse’s mane, Alexander followed Maiara through a passageway of tall sandstone ridges toward the Potawatomi village. The Potawatomi lived most of the year in the lake basins on the edge of the Great Plains, but in the winter, Maiara had explained, families journeyed into the hills for protection from the harsh winds. At the same time, they abandoned their dome-shaped wigwams for homes called teepees or nsoegen in their language, conical houses covered in hides and sheaves of reeds, abodes better suited for the cold.

      It was these homes he noticed first as they approached, followed by the strange and foreign symbols carved and painted in the sides of the stone. The teepees were erected in a circle around a central gathering place, curls of smoke rising from the pointed tops. His heart leaped knowing Maiara was now home. Although he’d kept her warm these past nights sleeping by her side, he’d shared nothing more than a few passionate kisses with her.

      He wanted more. His dragon wanted more. The thought of making her his mate caused his blood to throb in his veins. She was wild, bold, and free, braver than most of his kind. He longed to worship her as she deserved to be worshipped.

      But he would not take advantage of her need for his warmth or have their first time be in the mud in some tent or cave. He wanted her, but if she accepted him, he wanted their mating to be forever. Which meant that he needed these people to accept her as their own. He needed her to have a home so that she could invite him into it, not choose him out of some feeling of necessity.

      His reverie was broken by a rush of native men armed with knives, axes, and spears who surrounded them, yelling in Maiara’s native language. While Alexander waited for the magic of his ring to analyze the language and give him a translation, Maiara shouted back at them through the falling snow.

      “I am Maiara, healer and last living member Notawkah’s tribe. My people were slaughtered by the wendigo. I ask for the protection of your fire for me and my friends.”

      Alexander stared down at the angry natives circling them. The men were not lowering their weapons. Instead, three of them broke from the others and grabbed their horses’ reins, leading them into the village.

      “I’m not comfortable with this,” Tobias grumbled. “Didn’t that barmaid from the Owl’s Roost say these people have ripped white men’s hearts out? We should have changed our appearance before coming here.”

      Alexander growled. “They’re protecting their village. Pay them your respect.”

      “For now,” Gabriel said. “Maiara needs shelter. For her sake, let us give these people the benefit of the doubt.”

      “It’s the least we can do,” Alexander said, holding Gabriel’s gaze.

      They were led into the center of the village to the largest teepee, big enough for a group of men to gather inside. The warriors stopped and gestured for them to dismount.

      Maiara slid off her horse. “This is a sacred place where their chief rules on important matters with his council. They have invited us inside. Please come in but do not speak.”

      “Don’t speak?” Gabriel scowled and glanced toward Tobias. “I think they would prefer words to what I might do if they don’t get those spears out of our faces.”

      Flashing his crooked half smile, Tobias added, “Are you sure you are even capable of it, Gabriel? You haven’t kept your mouth shut in some two hundred years.”

      Alexander growled under his breath. “Do not ruin this for her.”

      “You mean for us, don’t you, brother?” Gabriel narrowed his eyes.

      Ignoring him, Alexander dismounted and stood beside Maiara with his hands folded. Praise the Mountain, his brothers followed suit, although Gabriel’s countenance suggested he wasn’t happy ceding the floor to anyone, including Maiara.

      They entered the teepee together under a flap of animal skin. What animal, Alexander was unsure. He did not recognize the pelt as anything he’d become accustomed to during their travels in Europe. Inside, the round room was dark, warm, and smoky, with a fire crackling at the center of a circle of straight-backed men. Homey. Not unlike the mountain.

      Among the humans, one man looked of particular import, adorned in silver rings, beads, and porcupine quills that nearly covered his deerskin leggings and tunic. This must be the chief.

      The man raised his chin and gestured to the others in the room, murmuring something to Maiara Alexander didn’t quite catch. She, however, must have understood what he was asking, because she took a deep breath and stepped toward the fire. Reaching into the folds of her cloak, she removed the otter skin pouch where she kept the white shell she’d used for healing. “I am the last of the Midewiwin society.”

      There was an audible intake of breath as they gazed upon the pouch she held above her head. Their eyes widened as she drew the shell from inside. Whispers twisted between the flames. “The Midewiwin society was attacked by the Iroquois at our curing ritual. The Iroquois are angry that the French men trade with us for furs. They are not satisfied with the animals on their own lands. They want the lands of the Anish’ina’beg too. They want all the lands for their own.”

      A loud murmur rose among the elders, and they nodded as if these facts were well known.

      “The Midewiwin have protected the Anish’ina’beg since Great Rabbit of the Good Spirit sent Otter to bring us magic. The Iroquois knew they could not defeat us without eliminating the Midewiwin. No mortal man could defeat our magic.”

      An uprising of agreement welled around the fire. “One of their warriors invited a demon into his heart and now walks the earth as a wendigo. With this added power, the warrior was able to defeat the magic of the society. I alone survived.”

      The men cried out at this news and murmurs filled the teepee.

      The chief silenced them with one raised hand. “When our Midew, Keme, did not return from the ritual, I dreamed he had crossed to the Land of Souls, but if what you say is true, how is it that you survived?” the chief asked. “And why are you coming to us only now? The curing was before the leaf fall.”

      Alexander watched Maiara’s face flush. Whatever she was about to say was a source of shame to her. His heart felt heavy and he almost took a step forward to comfort her, but her eyes found his before he moved and she gave her head one firm shake.

      “My father was a white man, a trapper,” she said to the men. “He witnessed the wendigo set upon my village. He was there with my mother. He begged my mother to flee with him, but she insisted on protecting her tribe. The last thing she told him before the wendigo took her life was that I was on my way to the curing on foot as is our custom. My father rode hard to intercept me. He told me what had happened, delaying my arrival at the ritual. We tried to warn the others, but we were too late. The sacred place of the curing was already soaked in blood.”

      The men roared and beat their chests, tears forming in their eyes. “I did not see Keme, but the wendigo left nothing alive in its wake. The creature spotted me, and my father tried to hide me. But it hunted me. After some time, it found us and my father gave his life to save mine. Only by using the great magic was I able to escape and hide among the white men until these three guardians agreed to protect my journey here.”

      Alexander did not miss the dagger-filled stare Gabriel and Tobias gave him when Maiara gestured toward them. Gabriel especially looked like he’d eaten something bad. But then this was the first time his brothers were hearing about Maiara’s magic and the wendigo. He ignored his brothers and turned his attention back on Maiara.

      “My village, my family, my tribe, my society, are dead. I ask that you take me in as your own and give refuge to my guardians until the snow melts and the crocus blooms.”

      The chief stared into the fire, looking particularly perplexed. “The wendigo will come for you.”

      “Yes.”

      “If you stay, the village will be at risk.”

      “Yes.”

      “If the society of Midewiwin could not stop the wendigo, how will my people? We are few and the winter makes us vulnerable. Wendigo hunts day and night and is not susceptible to the cold as we are. If we allow you to stay, the blood of our clan will be on my hands.” The chief pointed one gnarled finger at her as he spoke.

      There were sounds of agreement from the circle of elders.

      Maiara’s head sagged on her shoulders, and her eyes glistened with unshed tears. “Please.”

      “You will stay the night. We will provide you with provisions and fresh horses. Then you must go.”

      Alexander’s blood heated in his veins. This was unacceptable. They must take her in. Maiara didn’t just need protection; she needed a home.

      “I will protect you from the wendigo,” Alexander announced in their language. The men quieted. No sound but the crackle of the fire accompanied the stares that burned into him. Every mouth sagged with disapproval.

      “Alexander, no,” Maiara whispered. But there was also a look of respect in her eyes. She did not know he could speak her language.

      Removing his coat and shoes, Alexander gave Maiara one last reassuring nod and tapped his chest. “I will protect this tribe.” Then he stepped into the fire.

      The men cried out, rising and turning to each other in confusion as Alexander’s clothing caught fire. His breeches blackened, then burned away, as did his shirt. At one point, the flames were so high they swallowed his head. He spread his hands and turned, showing them that although the last wisps of his clothing were consumed, his skin did not burn. Then he spread his wings.

      Now the entire council fell into total chaos.

      “Alexander!” Gabriel howled. But he ignored his brother’s angst.

      “I will protect your tribe,” he said, louder now, allowing his dragon to infuse his voice with rumbling grit. “Only as long as you allow her to stay.” He pointed at Maiara, whose dark eyes had turned into pits of wonder.

      The men spoke among themselves for only a moment before the chief said in a trembling voice, “You are welcome here, spirit. A place will be prepared for you. Maiara, I take you as my daughter.”

      Aware of his nakedness, Alexander stepped out of the fire, picked up his coat and boots, and left the teepee, his skin still steaming.
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      Alexander paced, his dragon ready for a fight. After he’d left the tribal council, he’d dressed and waited near the horses. Within moments, he was shown to a dwelling where he, Gabriel, and Tobias were invited to stay. Maiara was offered a smaller teepee that used to be the tribe’s Midew Keme’s, before he was killed by the wendigo. As he understood it, it doubled as a sacred healing room.

      At first Gabriel and Tobias remained silent as they unloaded the horses and started a fire, more for light than for any need for heat. But once they were alone, Gabriel could no longer hold his tongue.

      “Do you intend to reveal our true identity to every human in this realm?” Gabriel fumed.

      “They would have rejected her,” Alexander snapped. “I couldn’t let that happen. These people are all she has now. Her life is at stake.”

      “Right. The wendigo,” Gabriel snapped. A vein in his neck bulged and his hands balled into fists. “When were you going to tell us our guide was a healer with a monster hunting her? Or did you intend we find out when it tried to murder us in our sleep?”

      “That didn’t happen. We were on horseback. The creature is on foot. We outran it,” Alexander mumbled. He actually didn’t know for sure how fast the wendigo could travel, but it was his best theory.

      “No wonder you demanded we change course.” Tobias shook his head. “How could you keep this from us?”

      “I couldn’t risk you turning her away! She needed our protection and we needed her. I was afraid you wouldn’t do the right thing.”

      Gabriel charged at him until his face was less than an inch from his own. It took everything in Alexander not to take a step back. “We didn’t have a choice. You didn’t give us one.”

      “Don’t tear him apart yet, Gabriel. Not until we get to the bottom of his stupidity.” Tobias crossed his arms. “You do realize, you promised to protect this tribe for as long as she lives among them. When do you plan to explain to them that your stay here isn’t permanent?”

      Alexander stared into the fire and didn’t say a word. Oh, he had things to say. But where did he start when it came to his feelings about Maiara?

      “By the Mountain.” Tobias squinted at him from across the fire. “You do intend to stay. Permanently.”

      Gabriel harrumphed. “That’s ridiculous. He can’t stay with these people. He needs his own territory, a place to hoard treasure, a place to fly and hunt without interference from humans.” He pointed at Alexander’s chest. “Tell Tobias he’s mistaken.”

      Alexander was done taking orders from Gabriel. “What does it matter to you? The two of you can go anywhere you wish. I made the promise, and I plan to deliver on it.”

      Gabriel made a sound deep in his throat like he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “You would sacrifice your happiness for a human woman?”

      With a heavy sigh, Alexander decided to tell his brothers the truth. There was no point in lying now. Not to them and not to himself. “My happiness is the human woman.”

      “In what way?” Tobias asked.

      “My dragon wants her.”

      Gabriel laughed. “You can’t mean—”

      “I am drawn to her to the depths of my soul and wish to mate with her.”

      “Are you mad, brother? You are an immortal! She has a human life. If you bond with her, you will be tying yourself to a sinking ship.” Gabriel lowered himself onto the layers of fur that would serve as his bed and pulled a piece of jerky from his saddlebag.

      “It’s not like I chose it consciously.” Alexander stared at his brother and tried to explain. “When it happens to you, if it happens to you, it’s like the entire universe is converging to bring her to you. She is mine. Mine to protect. Mine to care for. It is like how we feel about treasure when we have it. Even stronger.”

      Tobias crossed his arms. “That’s never going to happen to me.”

      Alexander shrugged. “Maybe not, but it isn’t an unpleasant experience.”

      “Does Maiara share your feelings?”

      “I don’t know.” He sank to his own bed and pulled off his boots. “But I’ve decided it doesn’t matter. I will stay with her until she either agrees to be mine or sends me away. It is the only thing I want.” He finished undressing and tucked himself between the pelts.

      “Don’t get too comfortable, brother,” Gabriel said.

      “Why not?”

      “You promised to protect the tribe, remember?”

      “So?”

      “The wendigo hunts at night. Do you plan to wait until it claws one of the men or women of this village apart before you do the protecting? Or will you do your duty and patrol the perimeter?”

      Fatigue from their long journey came to rest like a sandbag across his shoulders. Gabriel was right. During their journey, he’d protected Maiara by wrapping his body around her as she slept. He could not do such a thing with the entire village. The only way to do his duty was to stay awake and watchful.

      He sat up and reached for his boots, then thought better of it. His senses were more alert in his dragon form. He’d shift and watch over the village from above. Rubbing his eyes, he moved for the flap in the teepee.

      “Brother,” Gabriel said.

      “Yes?”

      “We’ll take shifts. Come back in three hours and wake me. I’ll take the second shift. Tobias will take the third.”

      Tobias raised an eyebrow. “I will?”

      “Of course you will,” Gabriel said. “Because we’re family and because this frozen wasteland will be the last time we’re all together for...” He turned his face away, unable or unwilling to finish the sentence.

      Alexander had almost forgotten that the longer they stayed together in one place, the greater the risk that Brynhoff would find them. They were taking a big chance staying here, but until spring, there was nowhere else to go. And Gabriel was right. This would be the last they were together for what could be a very long time.

      Funny, neither Gabriel nor Tobias looked angry anymore. Only exhausted.

      “Thank you, brothers,” he said, moved by their understanding.

      Tobias shrugged. “It’s your heart. I just hope you take care of it.”
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      The wendigo did not show itself that night or the next in the forests surrounding the village. But Alexander barely had time to reassure Maiara of this. There was little time to discuss much else either. Her teepee was overflowing with patients in need of healing. Many illnesses and injuries had festered in the absence of the tribe’s regular healer, Keme.

      He told himself her withdrawal from him was a consequence of her compassion. Maiara had simply become distracted with caring for the tribe. But when Tobias demonstrated a special affinity for healing and Maiara invited him to assist her, Alexander burned with jealousy. Somehow his brother intuitively knew which patients would benefit from being packed in ice or from spending time in the sweat lodge. He also understood how to set a bone and learned quickly how to make a paste to heal rashes and abrasions. This freed Maiara to use her healing amulet on the sickest patients, those injured while hunting or suffering from debilitating infections. It left Alexander to pine for her.

      Although Alexander would have liked to take Tobias’s place to be closer to Maiara, the language of healing made no sense to him. He found it difficult to be around the sick without being drawn into their stories by his creative brain. Talk to them, sketch them, feed them, those were things he could do, but hurt in order to heal? Tobias was far better at that than he was.

      So he and Gabriel were relegated to patrolling and occasionally fetching water or wood for her fire. He would watch her when he could, linger in her teepee after bringing her what she asked for, or brush her hand with his own when she asked for help binding a wound. It never went anywhere, and during mealtimes, she would often sit near the chief and his council.

      After weeks of this, he was convinced he’d made a terrible mistake. All this time, her affection for him had been transactional. She’d needed safety. He’d wanted her. But now that she had a home and everything she needed, she had no use for him.

      He wouldn’t go back on his word to the tribe, but his dream of having her as his mate had grown foggy around the edges.

      “Tell her how you feel,” Tobias said one night. Alexander hadn’t complained, but he supposed his withdrawn and sulky mood told its own story. “You can’t go on like this. Tell her. Then you will know for sure.”

      Resolved to do just that, Alexander made a point of lingering in Maiara’s presence the next day.

      “Hold this here,” she ordered him, pressing his hand to a scrap of cloth covering a nasty gash on an elderly woman’s hip. “Pressure.” She nodded at him and he complied. The old woman moaned softly. “She fell on the ice. We need to stop the bleeding. This will give me time to heal her from within.”

      “The cloth is soaking through. What do I do?” Alexander asked.

      “Rinse it in the bowl. There.” She pointed toward a silver vessel that looked like it came from a white man’s table. Then again, he suspected the scraps of cloth they were using as bandages came from trading with the white man as well.

      “Always silver,” Tobias said from where he was helping another patient. “It impedes infection.”

      “Right. Infection…,” Alexander mumbled. He understood nothing about healing. Quickly he rinsed the cloth in the bowl and pressed it against the wound. Maiara removed her amulet from one warrior, who was holding his head as if it ached, and placed it around the neck and against the skin of the old woman. Raising her hands, she chanted a healing prayer. The resulting power that coursed through the room raised the hair on Alexander’s arms.

      “The bleeding slows.” Although he’d observed her healing before, it never ceased to amaze him.

      She placed her hands on the woman’s forehead and spoke soothing words to her.

      “Maiara,” he whispered. “When you are able, I’d like to speak with you… alone.”

      Her gaze met his. She checked the woman’s wound, then removed the bloody cloth from the woman’s healing hip and dropped it back into the silver bowl. With a few words to Tobias, she gestured toward the exit. Alexander rinsed the blood from his hands before following her outside.

      “It is time we spoke,” she said, her expression serious. “I have never thanked you for your help.”

      “It’s no inconvenience.” He glanced back toward the teepee and the woman inside.

      “No. I never thanked you for speaking for me and offering your protection to the elders. You are the reason I am welcome here.”

      He met her gaze and held it. “I wanted you to have a home. You’ve lost too much.” He rocked back on his heels, warring with himself over what to say.

      “I have sensed for many days that there is something your spirit wishes to say to my spirit.” Her lips pressed into a flat line, into an expression he found impossible to read.

      He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Reaching out, he ran his hand along the sleeve of her deerskin dress. “You’re starting to shiver.”

      “I left my pelt inside.”

      “Come closer. I will warm you.” He extended his wings, and she moved into the harbor of his arms. “Better?”

      She tipped her head back to look up at him. “Like the height of summer. Why was it important to you that I have a home? I would have continued to guide you to lands where you could settle if the council refused me.”

      He swallowed the lump forming in his throat. “You needed a home so that you could be safe and warm and in need of nothing. And once you had all you needed, then you would be free to decide about what you wanted. If you might want one thing more. One… person more.”

      She drew back to get a better look at him. After a long pause, she said, “You hoped it was the will of the Great Spirit that I would want you?”

      He sighed. He did not know this Great Spirit. In Paragon, they worshipped the goddess of the Mountain. But he supposed he understood the sentiment, and he couldn’t agree more. Nodding slowly, he placed a hand over his heart.

      “I will stay and protect you, no matter your feelings for me. To my dragon, it is done.”

      “It is done?”

      “You are mine.”

      “Yours?”

      He placed his hands on her shoulders and brought his face close to hers. “When dragons mate, they mate for life. I want you as my mate, Maiara.”

      “Your… mate.” Her eyes shifted away.

      “Connected… Mated… Married… Joined?” He hooked his fingers together. Not side by side as she’d described marriage once, but intertwined. “Bonded.”

      “You want to join our spirits?” she clarified, her face remaining impassive.

      He nodded. “I… love you, Maiara. And I will stay and protect this village no matter what you decide. But you are why I agreed to stay. I needed to tell you that. I needed to ask you to be mine.”

      She studied him as if she truly saw him, saw his soul. This woman of the trees understood every fiber of his being without sharing a single word. She knew the root of him, and he found himself fantasizing about their nights on their journey here, when she would sleep under his wing and curled into his side.

      “You’ve given me much to pray about,” she said, her face serious. “I am glad you shared this with me. What is the polite way for me to respond to your request for this mating?”

      He frowned. “If you reject me, you should do nothing. Go on about your life. I will vex you no further.”

      “And if my answer is yes?”

      “Lie with me.”

      “I have already lain with you,” she said seriously.

      “As a husband lies with a wife.”

      Her lips formed into a tiny O and her eyebrows knit. “This is your way?”

      “This is our way.”

      She backed away from him. He retracted his wings to accommodate her. “I must return. There are many inside who need my help.”

      He forced his face to remain blank as his heart shattered. She turned on her heel and strode away without another word. Without even a look over her shoulder. As he’d feared, she was indifferent. Soul shredded, he rushed back to his teepee, fearing he had his answer and knowing he’d never be the same again.
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      After the night meal where he’d hardly touched his food and could not bear to look in Maiara’s direction, Alexander returned to his teepee, feeling completely dejected. He’d been wrong to share his feelings. He’d asked her to be his mate too soon. Tipped his hand. Made a fool out of himself. Ruined any hope of changing her opinion of him.

      Grabbing his sketchbook, he brought charcoal to paper in a fury, outlining the crook of her nose, her angular cheekbones and square jaw, along with her hair that reminded him of the night spilling down to earth. He drew the stars in her eyes, captured the way the heavens seemed to peek out from inside her.

      But when he sketched her mouth, all that would render on the paper was the tight line, the disappointment, the… Was it fear? He couldn’t get the mouth right because he didn’t understand her expression. Was she disgusted by what he was? Of course she was. He wasn’t just another gender; he was another species.

      Assessing his finished creation, he immediately hated it. His lines were too heavy, too dark. He’d sullied her image with a layer of his angst. He folded the picture in half and tucked it in the back of the leather binding of his sketchbook, between the one of her naked in front of the mighty oak and the one of her hunched over the redcoat, healing him.

      After storing it in his saddlebag, he prepared tea from dried mint that one of the women had given him. He hoped it would refresh him before his night’s work. He hadn’t had a full night’s sleep since they’d arrived and, unlike his brothers, had been too busy obsessing over Maiara to make up the sleep during the day.

      He’d finished half a mug full when Tobias slipped through the flap of the teepee followed by a flurry of blowing snow. “It’s getting bad out there.”

      “I’ll be all right once I shift,” Alexander said, taking another large swig of tea. It was time to patrol the boundaries of the village.

      “About that…” Tobias sat on the log he used as a stool and tapped his thumb against his thigh. “Gabriel decided to take the first shift tonight.”

      “Oh?”

      Tobias rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ve been helping Maiara with her patients.”

      “And that has what bearing on the topic?” Alexander snapped.

      “Tonight was the first night she requested you. It seems she needs help with a task beyond my abilities. A task only you can accomplish.”

      Alexander furrowed his brow. “You’ve been healing by her side for weeks. What could I possibly help her with that you could not?”

      Tobias met his gaze and lowered his chin. “I couldn’t possibly say, but I did notice that she is alone in her dwelling tonight. She made sure I helped every patient home this afternoon before she made me promise to send you to her. Don’t you find that unusual, Alexander?”

      For a moment Alexander’s brain tried to rearrange the words Tobias was saying to him to make sense, but no matter how he flipped and fiddled with the idea that Maiara needed his help, he couldn’t make logical sense of it.

      “Perhaps the healing she needs help with isn’t the traditional kind,” Tobias mumbled.

      Alexander stilled as a current of electricity coursed from his fingertips to his toes. She didn’t need help with healing; she needed him.

      He sprang to his feet. “Can you—?” He could hardly form words, and the thought cut itself off abruptly in his throat.

      “Protect the village tonight with Gabriel? Yes, for as long as you need, although I predict it won’t be long at all.” The corner of Tobias’s mouth twitched.

      Alexander pulled on his boots and gave his brother a devilish look. “Don’t count on it.” He burst out the flap and strode across the village with a singular determination. But when he reached her teepee, he wasn’t sure what to do. Was it polite to walk in? Should he knock?

      “Maiara?” he said in a loud clear voice. “Tobias told me to come. May I enter?”

      The flap peeled back and her shadowed face appeared in the opening. “Yes. Come inside.”

      He stepped into her dwelling, the warmth and light of the fire enveloping him. Once his eyes had adjusted, he saw she wore nothing but a deerskin dress that reached to midthigh.

      “Do you never grow cold?” she asked, looking at his shirt, which was open at the neck. He hadn’t bothered with his coat.

      “No. Never.” He smiled. “But I think you knew that.” Her hair was loose around her shoulders, and the fire sent shadows dancing across her skin. He inhaled deeply her fresh spring scent. There was more to it tonight, a perfume. His eyes fell on a large silver bowl in the corner of the teepee with the same scent. She must have used it to bathe.

      Her gaze locked with his, and she smoothed her hands down her dress until her fingers caught on the hem, then slowly lifted it over her head. Alexander inhaled sharply through his teeth. Maiara was perfection in human form. The light seemed to cling to her amber skin, her full, graceful breasts, each ending in dusky peaks. Her waist stretched long and trim below those glorious mounds with a shadowy oval navel he longed to explore. The rounded muscles of her hips and thighs teased pleasures unknown before his gaze fell on the dark patch at the juncture of her thighs. He feared his body’s immediate reaction might tear his breeches.

      “I am cold,” she said. “Won’t you lend me your warmth?”

      He couldn’t move. Pure joy cut through his flesh and pinned him in place. Part of him was afraid one wrong move might alter this blissful reality, wake him from this perfect dream. Bless the Mountain, his dragon rose to the occasion. Urged on by the beast within, he slowly spread his wings and, with one flap that made the fire dance, crossed to her and took her into his arms.

      With one hand in the small of her back and the other threaded in the hair at the base of her skull, he brushed his mouth over hers. “I prayed you’d invite me in.”

      “I am afraid. Everyone I love dies, Alexander. I am a Midew, gifted with the power of the Great Spirit to heal, but I could not save my mother or my father. I cannot heal my own heart.” Her eyes glistened in the firelight.

      “Then leave that to me.” His lips met hers in a passionate kiss that traveled through his dragon, all the way to his soul.
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      Maiara had never felt anything like this kiss. He kissed her with a force and passion she hadn’t thought existed in the real world. A rumble sounded deep in his chest, like the purr of a mountain cat, and she placed her hands upon his shirt and delighted in the vibration.

      “The sound of you pleases me,” she said.

      “My mating trill. It comes with the wings.”

      Her fingers trailed to his breeches, tugging his shirttails out of their grip. “I want to feel it.” She lifted the shirt over his head, over his wings. He kicked off his boots and helped her with the rest of his clothing.

      The rumble came again, and a tingle of desire traveled the length of her skin. His manhood pressed long and thick into her lower belly. She tipped her hips and ground against him, longing for more. Aching for him and him alone.

      She’d played with boys before. Not in the ways that invited babies, but in ways that brought pleasure. Alexander was far more impressive in every respect, and a thousand butterflies fluttered against the underside of her skin. She wanted him. She needed him.

      His hands coasted down her back as his mouth explored hers with long, deep strokes that stole her breath but made her long to suffocate under such torture. He tasted of mint and smelled of smoke, fresh cut wood, and clover. She wanted to cover herself in that scent, roll in it like an animal frolicking in springtime grasses.

      His hands moved lower, massaging her ribs, his thumbs brushing the underside of her breasts. She stroked down his chest and under his arms, along the inside of his wings. His body twitched against her and he closed his eyes, lowering his forehead to her shoulder.

      “This feels good?” she whispered, and he nodded into the crook of her neck. She kept going, alternating between tickling the underside with her nails and stroking his wing with her palm. The rumbling purr increased in intensity.

      His lips worked over her collarbone and trailed kisses lower until he suckled her right breast. Her nipple hardened and extended against his tongue, and lightning branched inside her. She’d never known this magic. He stirred music deep within her, a song to her heart and her head, like the sound of a breeze through the prairie grass. She needed more.

      Taking his hand, she guided it between her legs and tipped her head back when his fingers began to move. Yes, that was it. It took friction to kindle fire. Her fingers dug in his hair and she kissed him on the mouth, long and hard, their tongues dancing to this savage beat. The music in her body grew louder, humming against his fingers, the fire he kindled racing through her blood.

      And then magic burst through her, bowing her back and drawing a cry from deep within. He cradled her limp body through the surge of power. Magic. This was magic.

      His hand hooked around her thigh and he lifted her, his wings spreading to keep his balance, filling the teepee. He pressed against her, spearing the pleasure forward. Arms braced on his shoulders, she worked her body around him, easing him inside her until he filled her completely.

      “Say you are mine,” he whispered in her ear.

      “I am yours.”

      He thrust into her. “And I am yours.” His beard and nose brushed the side of her face. His lips found her ear.

      He made love to her for a small eternity, until her mind knew nothing but the feel of him, the sweat on her skin, the rhythm of their love dance. Until finally the magic rose within her once more. She rode him harder, moving her hips to that music once again. Building, building, like a mighty gale before the storm. The clouds broke. The rain poured down. His release echoed through her, found her own, and they galloped off together, hoofbeats thundering in her blood. Finally he sank to his knees on the furs and lowered her gently onto her back.

      Once he’d helped her between the furs and tucked her into his side, he whispered to her, “Ndukweyum.” My wife, in her language.

      She touched her forehead to his. “DIneym, my husband. I will ask the chief to bless this union when the sun rises.”

      He pressed his lips to her temple. “And what shall we do until the sun rises?” The smile he gave her shone in the darkness, lit only by the embers of the dying fire.

      She trailed her fingers down the length of his body and showed him.
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      The chief blessed their union the next morning, and from that day forward Alexander slept in Maiara’s nsoe’gen. Gabriel and Tobias enjoyed the extra space and were happy for Alexander, although they never stopped teasing him about being owned by his human mate.

      Indeed, Alexander denied Maiara nothing. If she wanted water, he fetched it. He brought her and the rest of the village elk and bison from the prairie below, as much as they could eat. And he watched over all of them every night, although he never saw the wendigo. He began to believe it had lost her scent along their journey and that the danger had passed.

      Gabriel said the village had become Alexander’s treasure. He could not argue with that. Maiara was more precious to him than an entire mountain of jewels.

      One day the snow began to melt and purple crocuses popped their heads up through the earth to bask in the sun after a long winter’s sleep. Bears woke from their slumber and were seen close to the village, and the chief said it was time to descend from the protection of the hills to the prairie and lake basin where they would join with other Potawatomi bands in their regular territory.

      There was never any doubt that Alexander would stay with the tribe, stay with Maiara, but it soon became apparent that they’d tempted fate long enough and Tobias and Gabriel needed to move on. At Alexander’s request, Maiara prayed to the Great Spirit for guidance.

      While the three dragons prayed, she tossed a powder made from blood and herbs into their fire and studied the smoke as it rose and curled above their heads. That night, she had a dream that sent her tossing and turning in his arms. When she woke, she said she had the answer.

      “You will be a Midew,” Maiara said to Tobias. “A healer. You have the gift. All of the Midewiwin are gone. There is a great need. Another tribe lives at the mouth of the Checagou River. It is many miles from us, far enough I think to be safe for you, but your skills will be valued there.”

      Tobias raised an eyebrow but nodded slowly. “A healer. Yes, I think I’d like that. I’ve enjoyed learning from you, Maiara. We will rebuild the Midewiwin society, in time.”

      She smiled and gave him a curt nod. “The Great Spirit will guide you.”

      “And what of me?” Gabriel asked moodily. “Did the smoke show you what to do with the nonhealer?”

      Maiara turned to face him head-on as she had always done with Gabriel. “A healer you are not, but I know where you belong. A warrior must go where a warrior is needed.”

      “And that is?”

      “I have seen you far away in the place where the Great River empties into the sea. It is always warm in this place, and the land holds unmatched beauty. But it is also dangerous. Great beasts with sharp teeth and thick skin guard its gates. Most men will perish in its wilds, but you will not. With your abilities, you will claim a land for yourself and find a place to exercise your magic.”

      “You see this?”

      She nodded knowingly. “Magic will be extremely important to you one day, and this strange place will foster it in you.”

      Gabriel seemed to like the idea. He straightened and said, “Very well. Take me to this river. I will follow it to this land of beasts and magic.”

      And so, after a feast where the Potawatomi said their goodbyes and thanked them for their protection and their gifts of meat and healing, they loaded up their horses, and Maiara led them from the first real home they’d known in the New World.

      They were on their third day of travel when they found the deer. It had been mauled almost beyond recognition, its flesh hanging in strips from its bones.

      “Is this the work of the wendigo?” Tobias asked. Alexander held his breath, afraid if he spoke the name it would appear.

      “A bear, I think,” Maiara said, inspecting the carcass. “Wendigo would not leave so much flesh behind.”

      Still, as they progressed, Alexander was on high alert, barely sleeping at night and waking at the slightest sound. He was relieved when they reached the small band of Potawatomi people on the bank of the Checagou River. Once Maiara introduced herself, they welcomed them in and gave them a place to stay.

      “This feels right,” Tobias said, leaning back in his bed of furs. All of them had to share a single wigwam out of necessity, but it didn’t matter. It was only for one night.

      Beside Maiara, Alexander stared into the fire to the sound of his brothers’ voices, speaking of hope and new dragon kingdoms. The fatigue from their travels weighed heavily on him, and their voices faded, sleep pulling him under until he sank into total blackness.

      He woke to screams. Maiara pulled on his arm and yelled something in her language he couldn’t understand. Not because he didn’t know her language but because she spoke gibberish, parts of words and half thoughts from a panicked soul. She grabbed her knife and rushed from the wigwam. Alexander followed her, not bothering to dress or with shoes. Blood-curdling cries sliced through the night, urgent calls for help.

      Gabriel was already outside. “The wendigo,” he yelled, pointing to the place in the distance where a pale, lipless figure, more bone, teeth, and claws than flesh, held the body of one of the female elders. Who, he could not tell. The wendigo had eaten too much of her.

      “We’re surrounded. The Mohawk are here!” Maiara turned in a circle, raising her knife.

      Gabriel’s eyes flared red in the darkness. “I’ll take the right flank. Tobias, the left. Alexander, the wendigo is yours.”

      “My pleasure.” Alexander shifted quickly. His wings punched violently from his back, and his spine stretched and lengthened to a barbed tail. His turquoise heart cast a soft blue glow across the dirt. He glanced back at Maiara. She bared her teeth, then pointed her chin sharply at the wendigo.

      Ziiip. An arrow coursed through the air and bounced off his scales. He swung his horned head in the direction of the sound and spotted his attacker, a Mohawk male with his bow still raised. With one mighty leap and a snap of his jaws, he tore the warrior’s head off and sent it rolling toward the fire. Gabriel’s dragon roared his approval. One dead, at least a hundred to go.

      The wendigo dropped the body it was holding and roared. Alexander rushed the beast. The man-shaped thing was tall, maybe seven feet, and skeletal, but as Alexander attempted to bite it in two, its claws rose up and dug between his scales. He yelped, drew back. What was this creature? He’d never encountered anything in this world with this type of strength, agility, or with sharp enough claws to pierce a dragon’s hide. But then the wendigo was supernatural, the spawn of demon magic.

      Alexander’s gaze caught on the blue orb shining from the beast’s chest. It winked at him in the twilight as if it were alive, an all-seeing eye from the beyond. He could feel magic rolling off it. Was this the source of the wendigo’s power?

      Again the monster attacked, spreading its jaws wide and swiping its claws toward Alexander. He snapped again. This time his teeth sank into the thing’s shoulder, but the wendigo was unaffected. It buried its claws in Alexander’s neck and tore itself free. Its flesh and bones knitted back together in an unnerving tangle of blood and gristle.

      He shuffled away and spat the thing’s blood from his mouth. His wounds would heal quickly enough, but if he couldn’t tear it apart, how was he to kill it?

      In Paragon, many creatures were immortal. Many had magic. But one universal weakness burdened them all. Aside from dragons, everything burned.

      With a deep breath that ignited the flames inside him, he prepared to blast the wendigo with the hottest dragon fire he could produce. But the monster had other ideas. It raced into the woods. Alexander couldn’t incinerate the thing without potentially starting the entire forest on fire. He had no other choice but to pursue it on foot. From the air, he might lose the trail.

      At a full run, he weaved between the trees. The wendigo was fast and agile, leaping like some malformed stag over anything in its way. He poured on the speed, using his size and strength to plow through the foliage.

      He gained on the monster from behind, stretching his neck and snapping within inches of the beast’s gray flesh. That wouldn’t do. He needed to use his fire. Coiling and striking, he drove the wendigo north to where the forest ended at a wall of sandstone, the side of one of the hills that bordered the area. The wendigo banked right, but the hesitation was enough to give Alexander a window of opportunity. With a deep breath, he showered the side of the mountain and the wendigo in dragon’s fire.

      A dragon’s blast burned hotter than any earthly fire. It blew with an intensity that gouged the earth and scorched the stone. Still, the creature tried to run again for the shelter of the woods, its limbs ablaze. Alexander knocked it back against the stone with one mighty paw.

      Its skin burned away and then muscle and connective tissue. When its skeleton collapsed in a heap, nothing but a steaming torso remained. Powered by some infernal force, it attempted to drag itself away from him with its one remaining arm, jaw working in a silent, burning scream.

      He brought his foot down on its head and crushed its skull into a fine powder. Once it was clear the wendigo was no more, Alexander noticed again the wink of the blue orb through the bones and ash that had once been its ribs. A flood of memories came back to him.

      He shifted into his human form and retrieved the orb from the remains. Now that it was in his hand, he knew for certain. This was Paragonian! It glowed intensely, brighter blue than it had been around the wendigo’s neck. He scowled. That was not a good sign.

      Quickly he placed the orb on a flat rock at the base of the cliff and brought another stone down upon it with as much strength as he could muster. The crystal shattered and the blue light faded from its pieces. Definitely enchanted. But by whom and for what reason, he could only guess. If Brynhoff was behind this, they were in terrible danger.

      Shifting back into his dragon form, Alexander took to the air and returned to the village. If the wendigo had a connection to Paragon, he had to warn Gabriel.
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      By the time Alexander returned to the village, his brothers’ accomplishments could be measured by the dozens of steaming corpses to the north and south. The entire tribe had armed themselves, their best warriors circling the women and children. Gabriel and Tobias had kept them all safe.

      While his brothers finished off the attackers on the perimeter, Alexander searched for any continued threat from the air. All seemed well. But where was Maiara?

      He landed and shifted into his human form, striding toward the chief. He didn’t bother to cover his nakedness. “Where is my wife?” he asked in their language.

      The men and women of the tribe looked at each other, searching for Maiara among themselves. A growing panic formed in the pit of Alexander’s belly. Why had the wendigo run? The soulless beast had sharp claws and teeth and an insatiable appetite. It did not know fear. He’d thought it was avoiding his dragon’s fire, but now he wondered. Had it meant to draw him into the woods? Draw him out? Away from her?

      “Where is my wife?” he bellowed. Frantically he searched their wigwam, then turned in a circle at the center of the village.

      Gabriel’s fierce roar drew his attention east. In the distance, he saw a Mohawk warrior racing into the shelter of the woods. There was someone in his arms, wrapped in a blanket. Maiara. He shifted so fast it was painful and rocketed to Gabriel’s side, coasting over the woods and the trail where the Mohawk warrior rode his horse at breakneck speed.

      The thick forest kept them from landing and intercepting the rider. If they muscled through the towering trees, the falling timber could kill her. Dropping low, their shadows loomed over the kidnapper. His horse was tiring. He’d have to stop soon, and when he did, Alexander would end him and take Maiara back.

      The Indian galloped into a clearing on the side of the hill where two other Mohawk warriors waited. Alexander’s heart clenched. Did he plan to hand her off to a new rider? Not on his life.

      He overshot the Mohawk men and landed at the far end of the clearing. Although they shot arrows at him with expert aim, the weapons bounced harmlessly off his scales. Gabriel landed on the other end of the trail and made himself invisible. They had nowhere to go.

      The warrior with the Maiara-sized blanket leaped down from his horse and unwrapped her, thrusting her in front of him like a human shield. She was alive. Afraid, but alive. Alexander closed in.

      “Alexander,” she said.

      One of the warriors drew his dagger and held it to her throat. Alexander stopped moving. All three sets of eyes focused on him. Gabriel was close, coming up behind them. He watched the depression of earth with each invisible step.

      In one powerful snap, Gabriel tore two of the warriors in half. He couldn’t take the third. If he did, he might injure Maiara. The last man screamed in terror at the sight of his fellow warriors being ripped apart by an invisible force. Alexander used the distraction to move in, shifting into his human form and liberating Maiara from the man’s hold.

      Gabriel struck, dragging the man back by the shoulder. But the warrior didn’t go peacefully. He threw the dagger he’d held to Maiara’s neck just before Gabriel tore him in two. Alexander never saw it coming. The blade landed in Maiara’s back and she collapsed against him, her mouth open in a silent scream.

      “No. No!” He caught her and withdrew the knife, tossing it aside. Its removal only served to make things worse. The wound bled and her breath whistled in her lungs. “Maiara, your amulet. Where’s your amulet?” He searched her side for her otter skin pouch. It wasn’t there.

      “Tobias,” she rasped.

      He lifted her, sprouted wings, and flew, soaring back to the village as fast as he could fly, until the muscles in his back burned with the effort. He landed at the center of the village, yelling for Tobias before his feet hit the packed dirt.

      Tobias arrived at his side, still naked from the shift. “What happened?”

      “She’s been stabbed. We need her amulet.”

      Tobias looked right, then left. “The wigwam!” His brother ran for the place they’d slept.

      A gurgle rose from Maiara’s throat, and Alexander pulled her close, his tears falling on her face.

      “I love you,” she whispered, more breath than words. Nikan, who had been circling above them, landed on her chest in a flurry of feathers.

      She stopped breathing.

      “I love you too. No. No. Maiara, stay with me!” Alexander rested her on the ground and screamed for Tobias.

      “Here!” Tobias yelled; he was beside her. “I have it.” He placed the white shell in the hollow of her throat. Nikan folded her wings and lay quietly beside it. Maiara did not move. Alexander pressed the shell harder against her chest. Nothing.

      “Maiara…,” he begged. Hot tears raced down his face. “My wife! My mate! Why isn’t it working?” He shook her gently. “Wake up. Come back to me.”

      Tobias placed two fingers on the side of her throat, his expression morphing into a mask of horror. “She… she’s g-gone,” he choked out. “We were too late.”

      Alexander’s entire body began to tremble. “No… no.”

      “Alexander…” Gabriel placed a hand on his shoulder. How long had he been standing behind him?

      Nudging Nikan off her, Alexander pulled Maiara into his arms again and rocked her. “It needs more time to work. Give it time.”

      He saw them now, the others. Every family in the tribe had surrounded them. Time became meaningless as he held her, whispered to her, pressed his lips to her forehead. She couldn’t be dead. If she was, his soul would be torn in two and half of himself would go to the grave with her.

      Her body cooled in his arms.

      Several hours passed before he noticed the tribe was building something behind him. A pyre. An old woman came with gentle words, offering him food. He ignored her. More time passed. Tobias came, rubbed his back, and pleaded with him to hand Maiara’s body over. He refused.

      He was covered in her dried blood.

      And then Gabriel came. “Alexander, give me Maiara’s body.” There was no question in his words. When Gabriel spoke, he gave orders. Commands. His massive shoulders blocked out the afternoon sun, casting a shadow across Alexander’s face. His older brother meant business.

      “Always the prince,” Alexander said through clenched teeth. “Fucking order everyone around like you’re king of the world. All you are is a horse’s ass, Gabriel. You were second best in Paragon and you are still second best, even now that Marius is dead.” Anger rose in Alexander, burning in his chest, his ears, his cheeks. He liked the feel of it. As long as he was angry, the hurt felt dull in comparison.

      “Give me her body,” Gabriel ordered again. There was no more softness in his tone than the last time he gave the command.

      “No.”

      Gabriel spread his wings. “Then I will fight you for her, but be aware, if I attack you and she’s in your arms, I will not be responsible for any damage caused her.”

      Alexander’s wings spread wide. “You will not lay a finger on her.” He carefully rested her body on the ground behind him and stood to his full height. Raising his fists, he said, “Try it.”

      Gabriel’s fist flew at his face. With an upward swing of his arm, he blocked the punch and returned a kick to the gut. Gabriel caught his foot and twisted. Spinning, Alexander spread his wings and yanked his foot away. It felt like a dance. But then each of these moves was rehearsed, practiced in a sparring pit in Paragon. Alexander needed more. He needed blood.

      He swooped down on Gabriel, the talons on the ends of his wings hooking into his brother’s as his fists flew. Face. Chest. Stomach. Face. Alexander lost himself in a hailstorm of flying fists. He tore his brother’s cheek and reveled in the resulting splash of red. They were in the air, feet flying, then rolling on the ground, covered in dirt and dust. Gabriel blocked and kicked, but Alexander pounded relentlessly until his brother’s blood coated his fists. Gabriel curled on his side, his arms crossed over his face.

      It was the first and only time Alexander had ever beaten his brother in a fight. Oddly, seeing Gabriel huddled at his feet brought him no joy or peace. He stopped his foot before it connected with Gabriel’s ribs. This wasn’t the answer.

      With his last ounce of energy, Alexander offered Gabriel his hand and helped him to his feet, but when he tried to pull away, his brother squeezed tighter and pulled him into a firm embrace.

      “What are you doing?”

      “It’s okay, Alexander. It’s going to be okay,” Gabriel said softly.

      “Hit me again. I want you to hit me.” He struggled against his brother’s hold and against the emotion that was welling inside him.

      “No. That’s done now. It’s time for you to stop and say goodbye.”

      “I can’t.” Everything was wrong. Pressure built inside his body until it felt like his eyes would pop out of his skull and whatever was in his stomach would pour out his mouth. Instead, tears were all that came. A storm of them. They exited him in great angry sobs that Gabriel tried to soothe by holding him tighter. It didn’t work.

      “You have to say goodbye. You’ll regret it if you don’t.” Abruptly Gabriel turned him around, and what he saw shattered his heart like glass. Maiara’s people had taken her body and placed it on the pyre, her medicine bag positioned in her hands, the shell around her neck. The tribe circled her and chanted a song meant to usher her into the Land of Souls.

      His anger died within the pressure of his brother’s hug, but the emotion that replaced it was far worse.

      The flames climbed.

      “They’re burning her.” He sobbed.

      “They have to. It’s tradition with the Midewiwin. It will return her magic to the Great Spirit to be born again in another healer,” Tobias explained. How long had he been there with his hand on his shoulder?

      “I can’t watch this.” Alexander shook his head. Where had the day gone? How long had he hoarded her body against him? The sun sank toward the horizon, the sky painted violet and blue like a bruise; maybe even the Great Spirit felt the sting of Maiara’s death.

      “I’m sorry, Alexander.” Tobias extended his arm around his shoulder, and Gabriel moved to the side to accommodate him. Soon they were holding him up. After some time, he became aware of a distant keening. The deep, tortured howl grew closer until he realized his mouth was open. The sound was coming from him. Only somehow it didn’t seem big enough or loud enough to do justice for what he was feeling. This ache in his chest was crushing him from the inside out.

      The fire claimed her. He could no longer see her through the flames. He had to go. He had to get out of there. His dragon lurched to the surface, his arms extending toward the dirt and shingling with scales.

      “Alexander. Alexander, stop,” Gabriel commanded.

      It was too late to stop. He shifted into his dragon and shrugged off his brothers. He couldn’t be there. Couldn’t breathe. And then he had an idea. He would find this Great Spirit and force it to return Maiara to him or else allow him to follow her into the Land of Souls.

      With one last look at his brothers, he spread his wings and flew toward the setting sun. And he never returned.
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      “That’s how you ended up here?” Rowan wiped under her eyes, and her fingers came away wet. Alexander’s story was tragically sad. Her heart broke for him all over again. “You kept flying toward the setting sun?”

      Alexander wiped a tear from his own eye. “Eventually I gave up on that plan. Nikan and Willow followed me from the Potawatomi village. I could see I was exhausting them both. It takes a lot of work for a hawk to keep up with a dragon, and Willow had used magic to bring my things. He needed my energy to survive. By the time we’d reached Sedona, neither of them looked good. I was afraid I’d kill them both if I pushed any harder.

      “Besides, Sedona called to me. I landed here, attracted by the energy, the heat. I thought it would be healing.”

      “What about the orb?” Nick asked. “Did you ever tell Gabriel that the wendigo had a connection to Paragon?”

      “No.” Alexander frowned. “Honestly, it was the last thing on my mind after everything. But whoever gave it to the wendigo, as far as I know, nothing came of it. We all went our separate ways, and I never saw anything like it again.”

      His gaze fell on her hand, which had coupled with Nick’s as Alexander’s story unfolded. She exchanged glances with her mate, and they both let go at the same time. Rowan silently cursed. It must be painful for her brother to see them together.

      “You don’t have to pretend you aren’t deliriously in love just because my life is a living hell.”

      Rowan sighed heavily, wishing there was some sort of psychological CPR she could do to bring Alexander back to life again. What had happened to him was too horrible. The darkness of it seemed to cling to her. “Is there anything I can do?”

      Alexander leaned back in his chair and sipped his coffee. “Believe it or not, you already have. You were right.”

      “I was? About what?”

      “It has helped to tell her story.”

      “Oh…” She didn’t know what to say. She’d hoped it would help him, but there was so much sadness in the air she’d worried she’d made it worse.

      “Maiara’s people believe that the dead cross over to an otherworld, a Land of Souls. I hadn’t thought about that in a long time, that her soul might still exist in another realm, another world. She used to talk to her ancestors when she’d heal someone. All this time, I rarely thought about that, rarely thought to talk to her, wherever she may be. I’ve been so focused on my own pain.”

      “You’ve been alone with this grief for a long time.”

      “I talked to her last night. Like she used to pray to her ancestors. I prayed to her. I prayed for her help to move on.”

      A lump formed in Rowan’s throat. Her brother’s expression was still one of pure agony as he stared out over the desert beyond the cave, but there was a hint of something more now in the creases around his eyes. If she hadn’t known him since they were children, she might not have noticed, but she thought she saw the start of acceptance there, an understanding that his life had been better for knowing Maiara even if his mate was no longer with them.

      “It’s the beginning of a new day,” Rowan said, then grimaced at how trite the phrase sounded once it had left her mouth. “I’m… sorry. That was…” She shook her head.

      He gave her an exasperated look. “I need to be alone.”

      “Of course.” She frowned.

      “It’s nothing personal. I just need time to create and to process everything.”

      She sighed. “You do realize Gabriel will kill me. We don’t know when or where Eleanor will strike. None of us are supposed to be alone.”

      His head sagged forward on his shoulders. “I’ll be here, Rowan. In my treasure cave, painting and recharging my batteries. There’s no place safer for a dragon than this.”

      Rowan mulled that over. Nick looked tired, hungry, and like he needed some air. She supposed two days of discussing Maiara’s death was hard on all of them. Reluctantly she nodded in agreement. “Okay. We’ll go. I’ll give you and Nyx a few days, and then I’m coming back for you. You’ll text if you need anything?”

      He nodded over the steam from his cup. “Deal.”
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      It took the better part of three hours for Rowan to relay everything she’d learned from Alexander to the others. They sat around the table in the small apartment Gabriel rented, picking at a meal of burritos and chips from a local dive.

      “I remember the day she died,” Tobias said. “Maiara was the reason I became a healer. I stayed with the Potawatomi and served as their Midew for a decade, until my presence became disruptive.”

      “Why was it disruptive?” Rowan asked.

      “I wasn’t aging. I had blond hair and looked like a white man. I started to garner a lot of questions, and as new Midew were named, they didn’t want to associate with me. I thought it would be better for the tribe if I left. So I did. I ended up settling in what is now Chicago and never left.”

      Raven picked at her supper. “She had such an impact on all of you. She’s the reason Gabriel ended up in New Orleans as well.”

      “There’s something I still don’t understand,” Nick said. Rowan raised an eyebrow at him. Was there any question she hadn’t answered? Her mate’s inquisitive tendencies were beginning to give her heartburn. “Alexander left while the body was burning. He said Maiara’s shell amulet was around her neck when the fire engulfed her remains. But a few days ago, Raven asked for that amulet so she could study Maiara’s magic and Tobias admitted he had it. How did you get the amulet if she was burned with it?”

      “I went back,” Gabriel said. “In the middle of the night, after the fire burned itself out. I pulled it from her ashes.”

      Raven inhaled sharply, her hands resting on her swollen belly. “By the Mountain, Gabriel, you didn’t even let the sun rise on her ashes before you stole her sacred healing amulet?”

      Tobias rubbed the back of his neck. “Now you know why I was so surprised back in New Orleans in February when Gabriel told me he had it. Now you also understand why I wanted it. The tribe searched for the shell the next morning. They needed it. Everyone thought the Great Spirit had taken the amulet from them as some sort of punishment, along with their last and only healer. All those centuries… It wasn’t until I helped you, Raven, that I learned Gabriel had it.”

      Gabriel growled. “I wasn’t going to let them bury it with her ashes. It was too powerful. She was the last living Midew. No one else would have understood its magic.”

      Tobias growled. “You are truly ignorant if you believe that. You knew I’d been working side by side with her for months.”

      Rowan held up her hands as the temperature in the room rose, and the two dragons stared at each other as if they were thirty seconds away from re-creating a WWE Smackdown event. “Listen you two, I can see that there are all sorts of things ricocheting around those heads of yours. Gabriel, taking that amulet was just one more example of how you used to think the world revolved around you before Raven came along.”

      “Hey!” Gabriel folded his arms.

      “And Tobias, you’ve known about this for several months now. This is not the time to get all pissy about it. There is only one person in this family whose anger is truly justified over this amulet thing, and that’s Alexander. And the sad thing is, he doesn’t even know about it yet. So both of you need to calm your dragons and shut the fuck up.” She swung her pointed fingers like she was conducting a choir and then circled her hands into the universal “shut it” symbol.

      Everyone stared at their plates in silence.

      “Not to get involved in family business,” Nick said after Rowan sat back down, “but has anyone thought that Alexander might want it back? I mean, like the hawk, it was his wife’s. Seems like he should have it… and that you should tell him.”

      Rowan stared at him, her shoulders tightening to the point of pain. Of course that should happen. But when?

      “This is probably a good time for me to mention that I have had a chance to analyze the amulet’s magic,” Raven said, “and it’s some of the strongest I’ve ever encountered. Now that I know the story of what she was, I’m sure I can find more about Midew magic, with or without the shell.”

      Rowan sighed. “I told Alex I’d come back for him in a few days. Maybe we should all present the amulet to him then. Nick’s right. He deserves to have it back, and it might give him some closure.”

      “I’m not opposed to facing Alexander about what I did,” Gabriel said, a rare repentant gleam in his eye. “Maybe it’s time.”

      The storm of Rowan’s emotions calmed into something far more hopeful. “If you approach this the right way, Gabriel, you could have him on the plane back to New Orleans in no time.”

      Raven stood and grabbed her purse.

      “Where are you going?” Gabriel asked.

      “To research Midew magic while I still have access to all that Sedona has to offer and the amulet. You heard the woman. I’m running out of time.”

      Gabriel ran his fingers through his hair. “Just be careful, Raven. Don’t take any chances with the baby.”

      “When have I ever taken unnecessary risks?”

      Everyone at the table stared at her accusingly.

      “Please.” Gabriel rolled his eyes toward the ceiling.

      “Fine.” She raised an eyebrow at Rowan. “You’d think I didn’t have a doctor, a healing amulet, and a dragon’s tooth working in my favor.”

      Rowan gave her a crooked smile. “Boys.” She hadn’t known Raven long enough to peg her as a risk taker, but the way her brothers looked at her told a different story.

      “He’s right,” Tobias said. “You need to be careful.”

      Nick glanced at Rowan and took a swig of his beer. “Can I just say I’ve never felt bored since I mated Rowan. You guys are an interesting bunch.”
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      “Thanks for coming,” Raven said, staring down at the historical text she’d found in a pawnshop at the edge of town. She’d been drawn there by the store’s name, Indigenous Relics. An ad on their website said they had the largest selection of healing herbs and crystals in Sedona.

      But it was the collection of rare texts the owner had shown her in the back room she found particularly interesting. The man was a dark, shadowy figure, who sent goose bumps dancing up her arms every time he came within a foot of her, but he’d had the uncanny ability to show her exactly what she needed, and she’d texted Tobias immediately when she found it.

      “Should I ask now or later why you called me in and not Rowan or Gabriel?” he asked.

      “Because you worked as a healer with Maiara. You trained as a Midew. And what this says is too outrageous to share with anyone else unless I know for sure it’s true.”

      His forehead wrinkled and he sidled up to her, looking over the page she was on. It was a reproduction of a text that was originally written on birch bark scrolls, and the content had blown her away.

      “How are you even reading this? It’s in Algonquian,” Tobias asked.

      “Translation spell.” Raven rubbed her belly. It had felt tight since lunch, and she was kicking herself for overeating. “This says there were four levels of Midew magic.”

      Tobias nodded. “True. I had achieved level one.”

      “What level was Maiara?”

      “I’m not sure, but after Rowan told that story today about her becoming one with the trees, I can only suspect she was at least a third level if not a fourth.”

      “Exactly. The ability to merge with other living things is very powerful magic. Only the most experienced shaman could do it.”

      “But she was young. How on earth could she have had that type of power so early on?” Tobias flipped the page and kept reading.

      “Alexander said power ran in her family, and Willow had suspected she was a dryad, although Maiara herself said it was Midew magic. What if it was a little of both?” That was the part that sounded crazy, even to Raven, but she couldn’t shake the thought it might be true.

      “What are you saying?”

      “This ancient text talks about a people in Algonquian legend called the Pagwadjinini, direct translation—forest people or people of the trees. From what we know, Maiara’s entire family was killed, as was the rest of the Midewiwin society. We’ll never know her biological origins. But what if there was some Pagwadjinini-like magic in her ancestry that allowed her to excel at her mystical abilities?”

      “So what? She was a Midew prodigy. Why do we care?”

      “Because according to this text, a level-three Midew can temporarily join herself, body and soul, to the trees. Trees are stationary. Trees have a simple spiritual structure. It’s all here.”

      “Okay.” Tobias narrowed his eyes at her.

      “A level-four Midew can join their soul to any other living creature.”

      “Come again?” Tobias allowed the page to drop from his fingers.

      “A level-four Midew, according to this, was extremely rare, but he or she could cast their soul from their body and join it with another plant, animal, or even a person. Two souls in one body.”

      Leaning over the text, Tobias pressed a hand to his temple and began to read. “Not with anything. This says the Midew had to have had a close relationship with the living thing.”

      “And what living thing was closest to Maiara besides Nikan or Nyx as Alexander calls her? Nikan literally means my friend in Potawatomi. She told Alexander the hawk came to her when she became a healer and that the hawk was a bridge between the living and the dead. That’s a real thing. I found it in the books. Midews had an animal that helped them communicate with their ancestors. Nikan was hers.”

      “Are you saying what I think you’re saying? Because this is big, Raven. You can’t be wrong about this. If you are, it will tear him apart. He will never recover. Do you understand me?”

      “I’m not wrong. I felt it the moment I held her. That hawk has magical energy. And it wasn’t just because of a three-hundred-year-old spell that made it immortal.”

      “Don’t say it. If you say it, we can’t put the genie back in the bottle.” Tobias squeezed his eyes closed.

      “Maiara’s soul is in that bird.”

      Tobias steadied himself on the desk. “All these years…”

      “She knew she was dying and that you might not get to the amulet in time. So she put her soul into Nikan. Only no one understood what she was doing and there were no Midew left with the magic to put her back. Once they’d burned her, she had no body to put her back into!”

      “We still don’t have a body. Even if her soul is in the bird, what now?” Tobias asked. “We can’t give Alexander false hope, Raven. It isn’t fair to him.”

      She raised her eyes to his and smiled. “I think I can do it without a body. It won’t be easy. As far as I know, no one has done anything like this before. But I found a spell, an ancient spell, and you know I can execute it.”

      “I was afraid you’d say that.” Tobias rubbed the back of his neck. “Fuck, I can’t decide if this is the best thing that could happen or the worst.”

      “It might be either. Let’s wait to see if I can pull it off.”

      “Gabriel isn’t going to like this.”

      Raven tucked the book under her arm and lifted the basket of crystals and other magical accoutrements she’d gathered from the floor near her feet. She headed for the owner, who was waiting in a pool of darkness behind the cash register. “Gabriel is my mate, not my prison warden. I’m doing this.”
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      “Willow, bring me more yellow,” Alexander said, using his brush to tease the last of the color from his palette.

      Willow appeared with a tube in his hand. “This is the last of it.”

      “Seriously?”

      “I haven’t ordered more in ages. You’ve preferred darker colors for some time.”

      Alexander added more of the sunny hue to his palette. “Well. Order more. I feel like trying something new.” He blended the yellow with a bit of white and layered highlights into his work.

      “It’s beautiful.” Willow perused the painting from behind him. “The best you’ve done this year.”

      The picture was a self-portrait, Alexander as a dragon standing at the center of the Potawatomi winter village, a sunset behind the teepees, casting golden light over the snow. A glow came from the dwelling that had once been his and Maiara’s. The happiest days of his life happened there, when he’d come back from patrolling the village and she’d be waiting for him beside the fire.

      “For a long time, I was afraid to remember,” Alexander said. “I thought it would hurt too much to think of her how she was, to talk to her spirit, and to open myself to whatever feelings came with it. I was wrong. Remembering this, it’s helped me.”

      “You’ve done it justice. It is exactly as I remember it.” Willow brought his pearlescent face closer to the canvas to appreciate the texture of the individual brushstrokes. Beside him, Nyx shifted on her perch and bobbed her head toward the painting. “Nyx likes it too.”

      When Alexander regarded his art, he felt—it wasn’t exactly happy—but warm. For a second he forgot where he was and he was there again with her, in their home. He knew she was gone, and he was still sad about that. A piece of his soul would always be missing. But Rowan was right. Telling her story had made him lighter. Each word he’d spoken had been like moving a weight off himself and onto whoever was listening. It had become a shared burden with his telling it. He’d have to admit as much to Rowan when she returned. He owed her that.

      “Do you think we should have a memorial for Maiara?” Alexander asked softly.

      Willow’s wings fluttered. “I think that is an excellent idea. What a wonderful way to honor her, and with your siblings here, they could also pay their respects. Tobias cared for her very much as a fellow healer, and Gabriel and Rowan knew her as well.”

      Alexander nodded his head. “I think you’re right. She’d love it.” He almost dropped his paintbrush when, in a flurry of flapping wings, Nyx flew from her perch and sailed out the mouth of the cave. “That’s odd. She doesn’t usually hunt this time of day,” he said.

      “It seems everyone in this family is changing.” Willow smiled wistfully. “I’ll bring you some tea and sandwiches, and we can make a plan for the memorial.” He blinked out of sight.

      A few minutes later, Alexander was putting the finishing touches on his painting when he heard footsteps behind him. “Just put it on the table, Willow.”

      “Alexander, it’s me. Let me in,” Rowan called through the wards.

      He concentrated on his ring and flourished his hand in the air. “Come in, sister, and explain to me why you broke your promise. You told me three days, remember?” He grinned at her, happy to see her despite her early arrival.

      “Wow,” Rowan said as she neared his latest work. “This is stunning. Is that what it was like there?”

      “I remember it like it was yesterday.” He scratched his stubbled cheek. “I hadn’t thought of it in a long time. I owe this one to you. You helped me remember. It feels good to remember.”

      “Where is Nikan? I mean Nyx?”

      “Out hunting. She’ll be back soon.”

      “Oh.” Rowan fidgeted.

      “You’re early. What do have to tell me? Is Gabriel giving you a hard time?” He selected a different brush and dipped it into the black paint, adding his signature in the lower right corner of the painting.

      “Uh, actually…”

      He glimpsed her fidgeting out of the corner of his eye. “Out with it, sister. Where’s Nick anyway?”

      “He’s with the others… right outside the cave.” Rowan winced.

      “What?” Alexander stood, paint from his brush dripping on the floor. “Why did you bring them here without my permission?”

      “They have something to tell you, Alexander, and it’s really important that you listen. Like, really important. Potentially life changing. You know I love you, and I would never invite them here if I didn’t know in my heart that this was the best place for this conversation.”

      Alexander scowled. He did not like the sound of that. “And what is this life-changing thing?”

      “I can’t tell you. I can’t, okay? I don’t really understand it. Only Raven and Tobias do and you have to invite them in if you want them to tell you.”

      He shook his head. Maybe this was for the best. After they shared whatever so-called emergency that had brought them to his door, he could ask them for their help with the memorial. He went to the edge of the cave, past the barrier spell, and yelled down to the group gathered in the valley. “Come on up. Family reunion. I hope you brought snacks because Willow and I are running dangerously low on supplies.”

      He stepped back as Gabriel, carrying Raven, and Tobias, carrying Nick, landed on his ledge. They followed him inside. He motioned for them to find themselves a chair from the eclectic collection in his living room. Then he stared at Raven.

      “Mountain help us, you look even more pregnant than two days ago.”

      “It just keeps growing,” she said. She supported her back with both hands.

      “My sister tells me you and Tobias are the only ones who can explain why you are here,” he said to get the ball rolling. He couldn’t take much more of this silent staring routine.

      She nodded. “That’s true.”

      “Then spill it. You’re keeping me from my work.” He gestured toward the painting.

      Raven took a deep, fortifying breath. “When I held Nyx the first day we were here, something happened.”

      “Don’t keep me in suspense.” Alexander grabbed a clean towel and wiped the excess paint from his hands.

      “A shock ran up my arm. It’s the kind of thing that happens when I come in contact with a magical being.”

      He shrugged. “Nyx is an immortal hawk. Can’t get much more magical than that.” He wiped his brushes clean and dipped them in safflower oil before laying them out to dry.

      Raven cleared her throat. “The power I felt wasn’t from an enchanted animal. It was more a creature with true, inherent power. Like a witch or, or…”

      Alexander turned back around, stared at her, and waited. What exactly was she trying to say?

      Tobias nudged Raven’s elbow, and the next words came out of her mouth in a flood of syllables. “I think Maiara’s soul is in your hawk and with the help of this, we can bring her back.” Alexander watched in horror as Raven pulled Maiara’s healing amulet from her bag. He rushed toward her, taking the shell in his hand.

      “Where did you get this?” he asked. His blood surged in his veins, and he swayed on his feet. Absently he noticed scales shingle up his arm.

      “Deep breath, brother. Just listen to her.” Tobias’s hands were on his shoulders, and Gabriel moved between him and Raven, who took a healthy step back.

      He closed his eyes and tried to settle the beast within. “For fuck’s sake, I’m not going to hurt her. I just want to know what she’s doing with my wife’s amulet.”

      Raven cleared her throat. “I believe that Nikan, Nyx as you call her, is a vessel for Maiara’s soul. She transferred her soul into the bird before she died. With the amulet, the hawk, and a totem of Maiara, I believe I can bring her back.”

      Raven kept talking, but Alexander couldn’t hear what she was saying. A buzzing started in his head, like a swarm of cicadas, low at first and then building to a deafening hum. Everything felt removed and disconnected, as if he were watching himself from outside his body. When was the last time he blinked? When was the last time he breathed? Had she really said what he thought she’d said?

      A storm was brewing inside him. Anger, hurt, betrayal, fear, disbelief, and so many more emotions he couldn’t even name swirled in his head and his heart. Torn in two was an apt analogy. He wanted to hug someone and hit someone all at the same time. “How sure are you?”

      Rowan chewed her lip. He hadn’t intended it, but there must have been menace in his voice because Rowan had moved in, shoulder to shoulder with Gabriel in front of Raven.

      “Alexander, Raven is doing her best to help you,” Rowan said. “Try to calm down.”

      He glared at her. “I’m not going to hurt Raven. But I think I deserve to know how sure she is about this. Is this a theory or a fact?”

      Raven looked down at the floor of the cave. “A theory. This is all based on texts that are centuries old and written in an indigenous language. That said, I am 95 percent sure they are authentic and that this will work.”

      “How do you know?” He narrowed his eyes on her.

      “It’s how my magic works. I can absorb a spell off a page and perform it perfectly the first time. I can touch a magical object and completely understand its power. I’ve touched your bird and I’ve touched the amulet. I can see the magic. I’ve seen this spell. I know what it feels like to perform it.” She frowned. “No witch can guarantee the outcome of something like this, Alexander. It’s never been done before, as far as I know, and there are so many variables. But I feel like I can do it.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” How could he put any hope or trust into a woman he’d known less than a week?

      Raven sighed heavily. “It’s like… like… seeing pieces of a puzzle that you know will fit before you try to put them together. I can see this, Alexander. The only thing I can’t see is Maiara because I never knew her, but if you can show me her likeness, I know I can do it.”

      Mind racing, Alexander ran his thumb over the smooth white shell in his hand. A growl came from deep within his chest. “How is it that you even have her amulet? It was burned with her body.”

      “Oh shit, here we go,” Nick mumbled and backed toward the kitchen.

      Gabriel stepped forward. “I returned to the village and took it the night she died.”

      Alexander’s wings punched out and he tackled Gabriel, rolling him backward. His fist connected with the dragon’s jaw with a resounding crack that made everyone else gasp. It wasn’t a premeditated thing. Old anger rushed to the surface and overflowed onto his brother.

      To his surprise, Gabriel didn’t block the punch or return it. Although far bigger and in peak physical condition, he allowed Alexander to sit on his chest and press a talon into the side of his throat. “You took my wife’s migiis without permission? You fucking asshole. And you’ve had it the whole… this entire time! Why didn’t you return it to me!” His talon dug in, and a bead of blood bubbled from Gabriel’s neck.

      “I didn’t know where to find you until recently. You took off. You went into hiding, remember?” Gabriel’s voice was matter-of-fact and surprisingly devoid of the aggression that seemed so at home in his disposition.

      “Don’t turn this on me.” He hissed in Gabriel’s face. “You never should have taken it.”

      “But it’s a good thing I did, because it might just be the reason you’re reunited with the one you love,” Gabriel said. Although Alexander desperately wanted to channel the tangle of pain he was feeling into another blow, he took a deep breath instead.

      “We’re wasting time,” Raven said. “Alexander, you can wail and fight this as long as you need to, but I’m pregnant and there will come a time, sooner rather than later, when I will have to leave this place. I have a flight Friday, in fact. And I don’t know how long I’ll be out of commission trying to bring this little beasty into the world. I can’t make you any promises. Life isn’t fair and magic isn’t foolproof. But if you want me to try, you’d better decide now.”

      He shook his head. How, for the love of the Mountain, was someone supposed to decide something like this? Every step he took closer to accepting what Raven was saying as true was a step away from the small peace he’d finally found in letting Maiara go. He stood and backed away from Gabriel. “What are the risks?”

      Raven nodded. “Good question. We don’t have Maiara’s body. Together, we can make her one. I have a spell for it. But it’s possible she won’t look exactly as you remember her.”

      “I don’t care about that.”

      “She might not remember you.”

      That made his heart drop into his stomach.

      “She’s spent three hundred years inside a bird. I don’t know how much of her consciousness has been in control. If it’s been Nyx steering the ship, so to speak, I’m not sure what will be left of her mind.”

      Alexander shook his head. “She’s in there.”

      Tobias raised an eyebrow. “How do you know?”

      Folding his arms, he shook his head. “I just do. What else?” He pointed his chin at Raven.

      “The spell, as written, is meant to be performed soon after the passing of a Midew. Maiara’s soul has been separated from her body for centuries. She’s effectively haunting the body of that bird. It’s possible that after I free her, she’ll choose to pass over to the Land of Souls rather than implant herself into the totem we make for her.”

      For a long stretch, Alexander said nothing. He stared across the red rock and contemplated what it would be like to go through all this only for it not to work. He had to be prepared for that possibility. And if Maiara’s soul moved on, he knew intuitively that Nyx would move on as well. It was clear to him now that the only thing binding the hawk to him was Maiara. But his love deserved more than the half life she had now.

      When he turned back toward them, his shoulders sagged. “Either way, this will be better for her. I can’t imagine what she’s endured these many years. If what you say is true, she deserves to m-move on.” His voice cracked.

      Rowan stepped forward and tried to hug him, but Alexander avoided her embrace. He loved his sister, but he just couldn’t allow himself to crumble, and if she hugged him, he would crumble. “No. Rowan, not now.” He focused on Raven. “Is there anything else?”

      Raven’s eyes shifted from side to side. “I’ll need blood.”

      “Blood?”

      “From you and Nyx. When I brought Gabriel back from the dead—”

      “You resurrected Gabriel?”

      She nodded. “I used my own blood because I’d swallowed his tooth. Maiara never had your tooth, just your bond. But Nyx has hosted her soul. Some of her blood and some of yours should be enough of a sacrifice for the magic to work.”

      Alexander scrubbed his face with his hands and rubbed his eyes. It felt like someone had drained all his blood and refilled his veins with concrete. Everything felt heavy.

      “I need an answer, Alexander. Are we going to do this? Will you trust me to try?” Raven asked.

      “What do you need me to do?”

      There was a collective release of breath. “You’re an artist. That should make this easier. I need to see exactly what she looked like. Paintings, sketches, all different angles. I need them all. The more real she seems in the art, the better. I will be rebuilding her using blood magic. If I can’t see it in my mind, I have to fill in the gaps. I need every detail. Do you understand?”

      Rowan piped up. “That shouldn’t be a problem. You’ve probably painted ten thousand pictures of Maiara over the past twenty years alone.”

      Alexander narrowed his eyes on her. “I’ll need a few hours to pull what I have together.”

      “Take all night. I need to rest and prepare.” Raven rubbed her palms together in small circles. “I’ll also need a totem, a physical object that represents Maiara. Perhaps a carving or a statue that you think she’d be attracted to.”

      That gave him pause. “I’ll come up with something.”

      “This isn’t an easy spell, but I’d like to start first thing in the morning. Can you have both things ready by then?”

      Alexander bowed his head. “I’ll do it.”

      All at once, his knees buckled. One moment he was fine, normal, facing Raven the same as any other time, and the next, a wave of blackness seemed to plow into him. The family rushed in. Rowan caught him by his left shoulder, Tobias his right. Gabriel helped them get him into a chair.

      “We’ve got you.” Gabriel tapped his cheeks with his hands. “You’re going to make it through this.”

      The way Gabriel said it, Alexander wanted to believe it was true. But he wasn’t sure. If this didn’t work, if Raven failed and Maiara passed into the Land of Souls, Alexander didn’t think he’d survive it. If what was left of his heart shattered again, he sure as hell wouldn’t want to.
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      Deep inside his treasure room in his secret sanctum, Alexander found the original sketchbook he’d brought to the New World. If Raven needed to see what Maiara really looked like, there was no better source than this. His sketchbook had been his comfort and constant companion up until her death.

      After Maiara was killed and he fled to Sedona, Willow had brought him the sketchbook along with his other things, but he’d been too distraught to open it. For centuries it had remained undisturbed, the tied leather binder becoming stiff from lack of use.

      Now he carefully untied the leather straps and opened the book. Although the edges of the pages had yellowed, his drawings were perfectly preserved. But which ones should he choose for the spell?

      The sketch of Maiara standing defiantly in the door to the Owl’s Roost showed her courage. He carefully turned the page and was back in the woods, watching her undress in front of a tree. This one captured her vulnerability. On the next page, she was leaning over the redcoat who’d been injured by the wendigo, compassion in her eyes. There was one of her in his arms and her hovering over him in his bed. And then there were dozens more of her, drinking from a stream, eating elk across the fire from him, holding a rabbit above her head that she’d shot with her bow.

      So many memories. None of them alone adequately captured who she was. Every time he’d sketched or painted her image over the years, he’d done so with the intention of doing her justice. Only, no two-dimensional image could fully represent what it was like to be in her presence.

      She was small in stature, but anyone who had been in her presence would hesitate to say so. She was formidable, flinty. She was a woman who’d lost everything but had survived through determination and perseverance. She was brave, strong, but vulnerable in a way that always reminded him she was human.

      How could he show Raven how tall she seemed in person when her actual height in inches fell short of her personality? How could he represent how one look of her ebony eyes could bring a warrior to his knees? How her spine grew straight as a pine tree and her long limbs held the grace of a swan’s neck? Her legs were sturdy as the mighty oaks she favored, and her skin was lit-from-within amber, darker than his but a color all its own. Could he even replicate it?

      No painting or sketch could. He tossed the sketchbook down on his bed. Nyx, who’d arrived home after everyone else had left, swooped down on the bed and started tugging at the book with her beak and crumpling the pages with her talons. He heard an ominous rip.

      “Stop that,” Alexander said, shooing her away. She squawked at him and pecked the exposed page. A tight smile accompanied a prickle in his eyes as he perused the one she selected. On that night, Maiara had sat beside him by the fire. It was after they were bound to one another, when they rarely parted company. He hadn’t spent much time looking at the picture before because it wasn’t of Maiara but of her perspective that night, the chief standing before the central fire, telling the story of Moowis, the snow husband.

      At the time, he’d thought it a silly legend, the type of story told around the fire to keep children in line. But now he remembered it with new eyes. In the story, a highly esteemed warrior courted a beautiful woman. At first she invited his attention, but when he desired her as his wife, she rudely and publicly humiliated him, saying she thought her astounding beauty could attract someone better than the warrior.

      Angered by her narcissistic ways, the warrior beseeched his spirit guide for help teaching her a lesson. His guide bade him to create a man out of snow, bones, and rags. With the help of his spirit guide, the man sculpted a handsome suitor, whom he brought to life and named Moowis.

      The warrior took Moowis back to the woman, who fell in love with him instantly. But the snow husband rejected her. Sick with love, the woman followed Moowis from the village and traveled far from her people, until one spring day, her love disappeared. The snow husband had melted into the earth.

      The story was a warning about pride, but that wasn’t the part that interested him. An idea came to him as he remembered the tale. Excitement made his breath quicken and his heart pound inside his chest. He straightened the page to get a better look, then narrowed his eyes on Nyx. “Are you really in there?”

      The bird tilted her head and stared at him with soulful, amber eyes.

      “Willow!” he called.

      “Yes, my dragon?” The oread manifested beside him, his wings fluttering from whatever magical movement brought him there.

      “I need clay. Lots of it.”

      “We have four boxes of Blick earthenware in storage, left over from that sculpture you did for the circle at Artist’s Row.”

      “Bring it and get me more.”

      “I’ll have to use magic. None of the stores are open this time of night.”

      “Do it. I’ll need roughly three hundred pounds… and half-inch rebar. No, bring me quarter-inch instead; she was petite.”

      “That we have as well. I ordered in bulk last time.” Willow dissolved, off to retrieve his supplies.

      Alexander walked into the main room of the cave, still gripping the drawing like a security blanket, his creative gears turning in a way that made his head tingle. With the ease that accompanied his dragon strength, he threw the couch across the room as if it weighed nothing and pushed the rest of the furniture aside.

      There wasn’t enough light. Desperately he tore the shade off the floor lamp and tossed another log on the fire. It still wasn’t enough. The rug would have to go. He rolled it and sent it in the direction of the couch.

      Willow returned with what he’d asked for, looking a little gray. “Will that be all, sir?”

      “Bring every lamp in the cave. I need light. Lots of light from every direction.”

      The oread nodded and retreated into the back rooms. He returned with extension cords and a hodgepodge of light sources he set up around the room. Now he looked positively drained. Alexander took him into his arms and didn’t let go until the color returned to his cheeks. “Thank you, my dragon.”

      “Rest. Recuperate. I’ll handle this from here.”

      Willow bowed. “I hope whatever this is, it brings you peace.” He faded away.

      Alexander dug through the pieces of rebar and found what he was looking for, then drove one into the floor of the cave with his bare hands. About Maiara’s hip-width apart and slightly back, he anchored a second piece. These would form the bones of her legs. Using his dragon strength, and fire when he needed it, he formed a frame for the clay, a steel skeleton. He gave her a spine, shoulders, neck, and a head. Too short. He added to the frame, making the waist longer. Perfect. This was perfect.

      A human artist might take weeks on a project like this. Alexander didn’t have weeks. What he had was superspeed, dragon fire, and nothing to lose. He formed her feet, remembering how his thumbs had once pressed into her graceful arches, then sculpted her ankles, long and narrow. They melded into muscular calves.

      The hollow of the back of her knee was a place he’d kissed a thousand times. His hands smoothed along her thighs, his thumbs forming the folds between them. He’d known her body the way only a husband could. Wide, full hips narrowed to a muscular waist with a navel that had fascinated him, considering his kind did not naturally have one.

      Two mounds of clay formed her buttocks. Along the rebar, he formed the muscles of her back, her shoulders, then filled in her breasts. One had been slightly larger than the other, and he concentrated on remembering every precious detail of their size and shape. Finally he formed her face, his thumbs sculpting her eyes, her nose with its slight hook at the end of the bridge, her jaw, her mouth. There she was. He saw her now in the clay. All he had to do was move the extra aside to reveal her. He formed her ears, the quirk of her cheek as she smiled.

      At some point he noticed his hands were bleeding, his blood mixing with the red clay. Despite his dragon skin, his efforts had left them raw and they hurt now when he flexed his fingers. But once he’d sculpted her hair, using a comb to give it the texture he remembered, and glazed it and her eyes to ebony perfection, he walked around his creation and thought he couldn’t possibly have fashioned a more accurate portrayal. This was Maiara, exactly as he remembered her.

      Nyx flew to the fireplace mantel to get a better look. She cried her approval.

      “It’s her,” Alexander said, then narrowed his eyes on the bird. “You.”

      The animal that stared back at him seemed no more human than before. Behind the hawk, the sun rose, its light warring with the lamps still glowing brightly around his work. He staggered from the room to his bed and collapsed facedown on the coverlet, his hands and body still covered in clay. He was asleep before he had a chance to doubt himself.
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      Raven and Gabriel arrived at Alexander’s cave just after nine and were thankful that Alexander had updated the wards to allow them to pass inside. After some discussion, they’d convinced the others to stay behind. The spell Raven would perform included complex and dark magic, and the chances it would be unintentionally disrupted, either from fear or distraction, increased with every observer.

      Had Raven had her way, Gabriel would have stayed behind as well, but he’d refused, and she didn’t have the strength to fight him. Still, she’d made him swear not to break her concentration for any reason.

      “Holy goddess of the Mountain,” Gabriel said.

      Raven blinked to force her eyes to adjust to the dimmer light of the cave. Someone else was there, waiting for them. Only when her eyes regulated did she realize why Gabriel was so moved.

      “It’s her,” he said. “Exactly her.”

      A clay likeness of Maiara stood in front of the fire. Raven had never met the woman, but the sculpture was more detailed than any she’d ever seen before. When the light from the fire flickered over the form, it almost looked like she was breathing, a woman covered in clay rather than made of it. “It’s incredible. He must have stayed up all night sculpting this.”

      Gabriel pointed his chin toward the bed inside Alexander’s treasure room. “He’s still sleeping.”

      Gabriel’s brother lay prone, covered in clay. For a second, Raven worried he was dead, but then his back rose and fell with his breath. Nyx slept on her perch beside him, her head tucked under her wing.

      “Let him sleep for now. I have to prepare. Put the pack here.” Raven pointed to a clear spot beside the clay woman. Gabriel lowered the duffel bag from his shoulder. She began to rummage through it.

      “It feels like she’s staring at me,” Gabriel said.

      “You can leave if it’s too weird for you.”

      “Not a chance.”

      Raven placed a silver bowl at Maiara’s feet and positioned a fresh orange, a silk handkerchief, and a lotus blossom inside it. This was an offering to try to keep the spirit on this plane until she could bind it to the totem.

      She had expected to build Maiara’s image out of magic and intention and that the totem would simply be an abstract starting point. With Maiara’s likeness built for her, she’d have to adjust the spell slightly and pour her magic into the animation of it instead. Hypothetically, it should be easier. But this was all theory and conjecture. She had only her faith and her instincts to trust when it came to actual practice.

      Digging in the bag, she found the salt she’d prepared for the ritual. Infused with fennel, peppermint, black pepper, and cinnamon, as well as snakeroot and rosary pea, it filled the room with a heady scent as she poured it. Carefully she formed three intertwining circles around the clay version of Maiara. Boundaries.

      The magical energy she was about to pour out should ricochet around these circles, partially feeding her and the spell. When she was done, she stood back and admired her handiwork. The loops weren’t perfectly round, but they were as good as they were going to get. She returned the salt to the bag and retrieved a pouch of powdered obsidian, using it to form three smaller circles, tangential to each of the rings. These would act as neutralizers in case there was an imbalance of power that was too much for her to handle.

      She returned the pouch to the bag. One last touch. She’d brought four stones: howlite, for its ability to open a passageway to previous lives; moonstone, its dancing internal light irresistible to spirits; jasper, a source of spiritual energy; and turquoise, the stone that matched Alexander’s ring and his dragon’s heart.

      She pressed the turquoise into the clay on the left side of the totem’s chest. “I give you a heart, Maiara, made of the same material as Alexander’s,” she whispered. “Soon I hope to make it beat.” She positioned the other three stones in the three circles around her.

      “Paramoni,” she whispered, waving her emerald ring over the work. The salt and stones hugged together and to the floor. Now they wouldn’t be blown away, even by the strongest wind.

      She inhaled deeply. She’d eaten too much again and her belly felt tight. Rubbing circles over it, she took a break, standing back to catch her breath. She could do this. If she successfully resurrected Maiara, Gabriel would have no trouble getting Alexander and his mate to return to New Orleans where Raven’s sophisticated network of wards could keep everyone safe and they could finally be a family.

      Gabriel’s wicked queen of a mother had stolen that from her mate for far too long, and she longed to do this, for him and for Rowan and Tobias. All she had to do was raise the dead. No big deal. She’d done it before.

      “You’re pale,” Gabriel said.

      “I’m fine,” Raven lied. In fact, she felt a little queasy. Just nerves, she told herself. “And I’m ready. Can you wake Alexander?”

      Gabriel flashed a mischievous grin. “My pleasure.” Before Raven could say another word, Gabriel raced into the next room. His feet left the floor and landed on the bed next to Alexander, sending his body bouncing straight up. He belly flopped back on the mattress with an oomph.

      “Gabriel, you’re a foul beast regurgitated from the belly of Hades, do you know that?” Alexander rubbed his temples like his head ached.

      “Yes. Straight from hell and no worse for wear,” Gabriel quipped. “Time to rise, little brother. My beautiful wife is ready for you, and you should never keep a Tanglewood witch waiting. Trust me on that one.”

      Alexander slowly rolled over and sat up. “Tanglewood witch?”

      “That was her maiden name. Tanglewood. She comes from a long line of witches, running all the way back to the goddess Circe herself. You’re in good hands.”

      “Don’t oversell me, Gabriel,” Raven called, secretly enjoying the compliment. The truth was she’d never felt more in her skin than since she’d become a witch. Alexander rose and joined her in the main room in front of the fire.

      “Is the totem acceptable?” he asked, one eyebrow betraying his confidence in his work.

      “It’s phenomenal.” Raven reached for him and turned his blood-and-clay-coated palms up to get a better look. “What happened to your hands?”

      “It’s not as bad as it seems.” Alexander pulled away and walked to the sink where he washed away the grime. Underneath it all, his skin had healed, but Raven understood what it took to even temporarily damage a dragon like that.

      Raven followed him to the sink and watched red clay and what looked like dried blood swirl in the basin. “How did that happen?”

      He gestured toward the sculpture. “I had to do it all by hand to get it right.”

      Raven grabbed a hand towel off the counter and dried his fingers. “You tore your skin making her likeness?”

      He nodded. “It was necessary to get it right. That is exactly how I remember her.”

      “It’s very good,” Raven said. “More than I was expecting.” In her head, she tried to calculate what effect his blood mixed in with the clay would have on the spell. She had no idea. Lost in thought, she held on to his hand for longer than necessary until Gabriel emitted a rumbling growl from behind her.

      “That’s it! Gabriel, you need to leave. Come back in three hours or when I text you.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because I don’t need you making jealous or worried noises. Alexander, Nyx, and I have work to do, and I can’t do it with you pulling the bonded dragon shit every time I look at him.” Raven pointed at the cave entrance.

      Sulking, Gabriel kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll leave, but I’m waiting at the bottom of the cliff. I’ll be there if you need me.”

      She pulled him to her and gave him a proper kiss on the mouth. “Thank you.” He nodded and flew from the cave.

      Once he’d gone, she turned back to Alexander. “Are you ready to begin?”

      After everything, she was not surprised when he began to tremble. “I think so.”

      “You’re afraid,” she said with nothing but kindness in her voice.

      His dark blue eyes met hers. “Terrified. If this doesn’t work…”

      She squeezed his shoulders. “Let’s cross that bridge if we come to it. I’d prefer not to come to it.”

      Once his shaking steadied, she asked him, “Do you need to eat or drink something before we get started?”

      He shook his head. “I couldn’t possibly keep anything down.”

      She let go and moved toward the symbol she’d drawn on the floor. “Bring Nikan.” She used the name Maiara had given the hawk instead of Alexander’s nickname of Nyx, but he didn’t seem to mind. From this point forward, she was thinking of Maiara, of what it would take to lure her back into this world. He gathered the hawk into his arms and followed her to the three circles. “I need a sacrifice of her blood in the bowl at Maiara’s feet.”

      Alexander gave the hawk an apologetic look and sprouted talons on his right hand. “Sorry, dear friend.” He pierced the skin of her breast and held her over the bowl as the blood dripped over her earlier sacrifices. The hawk seemed resigned. She did not struggle or cry out.

      “That’s definitely not a normal bird,” Raven murmured. “That should be enough. Now place her there.” She pointed toward the circle marked by the howlite. “I’ll need a sacrifice of your blood also. In the bowl please.”

      Alexander sliced his forearm and watched the blood mix with Nikan’s, coating the lotus blossom, the orange, and the silk.

      “Good. That’s enough.” Raven pointed inside the circle marked with jasper. “Kneel there.” He did as she asked. “And my sacrifice.” She used her athame to prick the tip of her finger and allowed three drops of her blood to mingle with the rest. She pressed her thumb to the wound to stop the flow, then knelt in the circle with the moonstone.

      The way she’d drawn the pattern, she and Alexander each faced one of the statue’s hips. The bowl was between the totem’s feet, and Nikan was in the circle behind it.

      “What exactly am I supposed to do?” Alexander asked.

      “Nothing yet. The purpose of this triquetra is to invite Maiara’s spirit to leave Nikan. That’s what the howlite is for. You and it are going to tempt her out. Our goal is to get her to inhabit this representation you’ve made. Don’t be surprised if she doesn’t jump right in. She’ll be confused and might be distracted by her love for you or my power. But our circles are linked, so if we each hold our ground, she should eventually choose to inhabit this body.”

      “Should?”

      “Yes.”

      Alexander sighed and gazed up at the statue of Maiara. “Okay. I’m ready when you are.”

      Raven raised her hands and began to chant. She didn’t understand all the words that had been burned into the birch bark scrolls she studied, but she understood their meaning. She was praying to the Great Spirit and Maiara’s own guardian spirit to draw her soul into the totem. She sang each memorized syllable from the heart, pouring herself into it. Her magic sparked across her skin. Her emerald ring glowed like the moon.

      “Raven? Are the fireworks normal?” Alexander shouted over the hum of the magic.

      “Call to her, Alexander. Call to Maiara.” She resumed her chanting.

      Alexander turned toward Nikan. “Maiara, if you’re in there, come to me.” He held his arms out to the hawk. “Come to me, my Ndukweyum.”

      Raven’s magic crackled and snapped against her skin, catching on the edge of the circle and igniting it with purple light. Sweat formed at her hairline. Burning hot today. The pregnancy was like a supercharger. She chanted louder, pouring the extra energy into her voice.

      Nikan flapped her wings wildly, her neck twisting until the top of her head pressed into the floor. She spun in place.

      “You’re killing her!” Alexander cried.

      “Keep calling to her!” Raven demanded. Her voice reverberated through the room. She glanced at the tangential circle on her symbol. Purple light had begun to penetrate the obsidian. That wasn’t supposed to happen yet. She tried to pull the reins back on her power. So much power. This wasn’t just her pregnancy; this was the blood. The extra dragon’s blood in the clay was meddling with the spell, running hotter than expected and creating a magical haze she could feel against her skin.

      “Alexander, we need to do this now. Call to her like you mean it.”

      He straightened and tried again. “Maiara, come to me now!”

      Nikan made a choking noise and opened her beak. A ball of light floated out of the bird and hovered in the center of the circle. The hawk flopped onto its side and lay perfectly still.

      It was impossible not to see the heartbreak on Alexander’s face at the bird’s collapse, but he didn’t lose his focus. “That’s it. Come here.” The light slammed into the side of the circle, and the curve of the symbol guided the bouncing soul toward the totem. To get to Alexander, it had to travel past the sacrificial bowl. Raven watched the blood, fruit, silk, and flowers boil into steam and rise as red vapor into the air.

      Her blood was boiling as well. The magic neutralizer she’d built was now full of light, and the overflow spilled into Alexander’s circle, into his safety zone. She was burning up. She needed to finish this spell or it would pull her apart.

      The light neared the silver bowl and tumbled over the edge, coming to rest like a falling star in its belly at the totem’s feet. The third neutralizer began to fill.

      “Come on, Maiara. It’s a good body. Take it!” she yelled, and her voice was not her own. The language was not her own.

      Alexander’s eyes widened. “Raven…” He stared at her belly.

      She peered down and saw what he saw. Her entire abdomen was swelling and contracting with the magic, and her skin was as red as a flame. “I can’t keep this up,” she shouted.

      Alexander stared at the light still resting in the bottom of the bowl. “Where is her amulet?”

      Raven reached into her pocket and drew it out. “It won’t help me. Not now.”

      “Put it around the totem’s neck! It will show her where to go.” He practically had to scream the words for her to hear them over the roar of the mounting magic. Purple wind blew like a hurricane through the cave, toppling the floor lamp and overturning the couch. On shaky legs, her hair whipping against her face, Raven stood and looped the amulet around the totem’s neck. The last neutralizer filled.

      Raven’s abdomen contracted, and the pain was so intense she thought she might die. She grabbed her stomach and screamed. Someone had her. Strong arms swept her from the symbol and deposited her on a bed. The wind slowed, then stopped.

      “Easy,” Alexander said. He was hovering over her as the magic bled from her skin. “Close your eyes. Take deep breaths.”

      “But the spell—”

      Alexander looked back at the sculpture and the remains of the spell. “I don’t…” He shook his head. His eyes grew stormy.

      Gabriel swooped into the cave and was by her side in an instant. “I heard screams.”

      “I’m fine,” she said, tears welling. “It should have worked, Gabriel. The soul was right there.”

      Alexander left her side and approached the symbol, inspecting the silver receptacle. “It’s empty. The sacrifice is gone. Does that mean she p-passed?”

      Her heart broke for him, and she cursed inside her head. What had she done wrong? Gabriel squeezed her hand and stroked her sweat-soaked forehead.

      A sharp crack echoed through the cave. “Oh dear goddess,” Alexander muttered. “Mountain help me.”

      Raven made Gabriel help her to her feet, and together they staggered out of the bedroom to the boundaries of the ritual. Alexander stabbed a finger into the clay and pried away a chunk that shattered like terra cotta on the stone. Raven squinted. Was that what she thought it was?

      Frantically Alexander chipped away at the sculpture. Raven didn’t try to help. He needed to do this himself. But when she saw skin shift inside the totem, her heart leaped with hope. The rest of the clay shattered in an explosion that came from the inside out.

      “It worked. It worked!” Raven yelled.

      “Goddess of the Mountain, it’s a miracle,” Gabriel whispered.

      Raven had to agree. A living, breathing Maiara stepped from the remains of the totem on shaky legs and collapsed into Alexander’s arms.
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      Darkness dug its claws into Maiara, trying to hold her inside its empty tomb. She fought to break its icy grip. On the edge of consciousness, she kicked and thrashed, fought toward the light. Gasp. Her lungs filled with air, and her lids fluttered against the bright glow of the world she was thrust into. The first thing she saw was a painting of herself and Nikan hanging on a wall of stone. The second was water.

      She was still floating, but as her hands reached out, they slapped smooth white porcelain, a warm tub covered in a thin layer of bubbles. Behind her, someone was working a comb through her hair. She turned her head and made a high-pitched sound of excitement. Alexander. Her Alexander.

      “Shh. Shh,” he soothed as if she were a wild animal. “I won’t hurt you.”

      Of course he wouldn’t hurt her. But when she tried to tell him as much, all that came out was another squeak. Her voice wasn’t working properly. In frustration, she grabbed his hand and squeezed.

      “It’s okay.” His voice shook and his eyes filled with tears. “You may be disoriented. Raven tells me that’s normal. Try to be patient.”

      She nodded. She wanted to ask him where they were, and when they were, but the inside of her throat felt raw and tight. She’d spent too long inside Nikan. At first she’d been an active participant in the bird’s life, but as time wore on, she’d woken less and less frequently, and always, only, for Alexander’s voice.

      “Wha—?” Her lips rounded but she couldn’t finish the word.

      “You’re in my bathtub, in the cave. Do you remember the cave from when you were in Nikan? And it’s 2018.”

      She squinted her eyes as images of Alexander’s cave home came back to her from a bird’s-eye view. She could see herself landing on a perch, the treasure room, the kitchen. Flashes. Images. Sounds.

      Her mind tripped over the year he’d given her. If it was 2018, she’d been inside Nikan for over three hundred leaf falls—years in his language. Her throat strained as she tried to ask him to say the year again. She slapped the water in frustration.

      “Shh.” He placed his hands on her arms, his soothing touch followed by equally comforting words. “Give it time.” Carefully, he handed her a mug of something warm and hot from a tray beside him. She took a sip. Mint tea.

      “It’s been a long time, a really long time.” Alexander knelt on the floor beside the tub and rubbed her shoulder. Tears filled his eyes and burned hot where they landed on her arm. She shifted the tea to the lip of the tub and reached for him, sweeping her thumb under his eye. The water from the bath left his cheek wet.

      Flashes of memory came back to her. A cliff. A wire. Her gaze flicked down to his throat. Alexander had not been well. He’d not cared for himself while she was gone. She could see it now in the hollow of his cheeks and the ropey appearance of his arms. Tears came then, fat ones that plopped into the tub like bloated raindrops.

      He chuckled darkly. “Not you too. Just tell me something, Maiara, do you remember me? Us together?”

      She laughed. That she could do. She nodded enthusiastically, her mouth spreading into a smile.

      He breathed a sigh of relief. “Praise the Mountain.”

      “Spi—” she said softly.

      He responded with a grin that softened the gaunt lines of his face. The love shining through his eyes made him appear younger and reminded her of the early days of their relationship. Maybe that was appropriate. In some ways, they were starting over. “Sure. Praise the Great Spirit. I’ll thank any damned deity in the universe for bringing you back to me.”

      She took another sip of tea, and this time, once she started she couldn’t stop. An overwhelming thirst gripped her, followed by pangs of hunger of an intensity she’d rarely experienced. She handed him the empty cup and pointed inside it.

      “Raven said you’d be hungry when you woke. Come on out and I’ll have Willow make you something.” He reached for a towel and helped her to stand. Her legs quivered like a newborn deer’s, but he supported her weight as he wrapped the towel around her and lifted her out of the water. She shivered against his chest.

      Tipping her head back to meet his dark blue gaze, she felt torn in two by the dichotomy between the sheer joy of being in his arms and the crushing memory of how she’d gotten there. Her head was a war zone of images. Three hundred years lost.

      “Co—” she said, shivering violently.

      Spreading his wings, he wrapped her inside them. “I can help with that.”

      Memories of all the times he’d kept her warm flooded her mind. She closed her eyes and leaned into him, taking comfort from his familiar smoky scent and the heat of his skin, already chasing the chill from her blood. She felt him press a kiss to the top of her head. As long as she had this, as long as she had him, everything else would fall into place.
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      The black T-shirt he gave her to wear was much too big on her, but Maiara didn’t care. Alexander had propped her up in his bed under a pile of covers and told her how he planned to buy her all the modern clothes she wanted once they’d had time to take care of her immediate needs.

      In no time, Willow arrived with a selection of meats, fruit, and cheeses and fresh baked bread that smelled like paradise. Alexander took it from him and sat beside her on the bed.

      “I wasn’t sure what you’d have a taste for,” he said.

      She pointed toward the bread. If she’d been strong enough, she would have snatched the entire loaf and brought it to her mouth. Instead, she waited patiently and trusted that Alexander would help her.

      “Allow me.” He sliced off a piece, hot steam rising from the soft white center, and slathered it with butter. When he brought it to her lips, she closed her eyes as warm deliciousness melted in her mouth. She finished the piece in no time at all and pointed to the rest of the loaf. Alexander did not disappoint. He fed her the entire thing, bite by buttered bite, and then all the strawberries and the cheese.

      She paused and grabbed his wrist when he reached for a piece of chicken. How could she tell him that it turned her stomach? She licked her lips and tried to speak again. “Mice,” she said. The word was breathy but there.

      His brows pinched over his nose. “Did you just say mice? You don’t want to eat mice, do you?”

      She shook her head and laughed. Pointing at the meat, she said it again, “Mice.” How else could she explain that the smell and texture of the chicken made her remember life as a bird? Her shoulders slumped and she tapped her forehead.

      “Oh.” Alexander narrowed his eyes. “Are you remembering eating mice when you were inside Nikan?”

      She nodded and stuck out her tongue. Thank the Great Spirit he seemed to understand.

      “Okay. No chicken.” He made a show of scraping it off the tray and into the garbage.

      She laughed and he stopped what he was doing to stare at her. “I don’t think there is anything I’ve missed more than that sound.”

      She placed her hand on his thigh and tried to do for him what he had done for her. She thought of all the happy memories they’d shared together and poured them into her expression and her touch. The words wouldn’t come, not yet, but she found a way to communicate. “Ba…ck,” she managed.

      He nodded slowly. “Yes. You’re back.” He set the tray aside and took her hand in his. “Somehow… Fuck… I’m just so grateful, Maiara.”

      With every ounce of strength she had, she pulled him into her arms.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Only when she’d had her fill did Alexander help Maiara from the bedroom. It was her idea; she motioned that she wanted to stretch her legs. At first she leaned on him, testing her ability to walk on her own, but soon she took steps independently. Already she was stronger.

      “That’s it! You’re doing great,” he said as they slowly made their way into the main room. To his surprise, Raven and Gabriel were still there, huddled conspiratorially near the fire.

      “I thought you two planned to head back to tell the others? It’s been hours. Why are you still here?”

      Raven frowned and lifted a small bundle near her feet into her arms. She cradled it like a baby. “I tried to save her, Alexander. I swear I did, but her body was never meant to live this long. It was Maiara’s soul that kept her alive. Once we took her out…”

      Alexander’s chest tightened. He’d forgotten about Nyx, and the crushing guilt that came with that realization warred with the joy he’d been riding from Maiara’s return. A lump formed in his throat. “She’s dead?”

      Maiara cried out and rushed forward on wobbling knees. She lifted the bundle into her arms and kissed the face of her hawk. “Ni…kan!” The name rasped in her tight throat, and tears raced down her face to the sound of her sobs. Alexander approached wearily, his own eyes burning.

      “I’m so sorry,” Raven said.

      How could he blame the witch? This was the price of bringing his Maiara back. The truth was, some part of him expected this. He’d known when the bird fell on its side during the spell that its lifeless state might be permanent. He’d simply set the possibility aside to make room for what was happening with Maiara. Now though, the loss was real and it ached deep within his soul.

      He held Maiara by the shoulders, the bird in her arms, and allowed himself to absorb the waves of grief that rolled into him. After all, no one was more familiar with grief than Alexander. This grief did not sting as much as what he’d suffered believing Maiara was gone, but it hurt. The hawk had been his constant companion for hundreds of years and was the reason his mate was here with him. Her loss was a brutal blow.

      “I called her Nyx after the goddess of night.” Alexander took her body from Maiara and nestled it in his arms. “I shouldn’t have done that. Nikan was her name.” He glanced at Raven. “It means my friend in Potawatomi,” he explained. “She was my friend in every sense of the word, to the very end. She deserved better.”

      Gabriel placed a hand on his shoulder. “I realize I have only been here a few days, but I never saw you treat her with anything but kindness far surpassing how most treat their pets.”

      Raven agreed. “Alexander, truly, all of us thought you treated her like a partner. Do you remember how protective you were of her the first day I met you?”

      He did. The guilt eased minutely as he thought of it. He’d heard it said that grief was just love with nowhere to go. Love previously given to the deceased bounced around inside a person until it finally came out in some way, usually as tears. Nikan was dead and Alexander had loved her, but this time his love had somewhere to go. It went straight into Maiara.

      “Thank you, Nikan, for the sacrifice of your life to save my mate.” Alexander stroked her feathers and hugged her swaddled body. Maiara stared up at him, her glossy eyes filled with pain. He handed the hawk back to her. The tightness in his chest eased again.

      “She lived a long, full life,” he said to her. “And I think she understood the sacrifice she would make. She loved you, Maiara.”

      His mate nodded, the corners of her mouth twitching as if she believed what he said. How could they not believe it when Nikan had participated in the spell to resurrect Maiara so willingly?

      “We should give her a proper burial. A ceremony… Someplace nice,” he said softly. Ironically, a day ago he had planned to have a memorial for Maiara. He couldn’t help but feel some relief at the turn of events. Life was a series of hellos and goodbyes. This goodbye wouldn’t be easy, but it was easier than the alternative.

      Maiara nodded. “Please.” The word came out clear, and he hoped her voice was returning.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Raven rub her hands over her belly. She looked exhausted and more than a little sad. “Let me prepare something. I can bring you a dress, and we can have a small ceremony. Maybe near one of the vortexes.”

      “You need rest,” Gabriel said firmly.

      “I’ll be fine,” Raven said, but Alexander thought she didn’t look fine. She looked pale and gaunt. He didn’t like the way her hands trembled on her abdomen.

      “I have to agree with my brother on this one,” Alexander said. “You need rest. There’s no hurry. I’ll take Maiara to get clothes and find the right spot. We’ll bury Nikan tonight at sunset. She loved the sunset.”

      Maiara squeezed his hand in agreement.

      Raven protested but Gabriel pulled her into his arms. “It’s time to rest, little witch. You’ve done well.”

      Alexander watched her shoulders soften and her body collapse into Gabriel’s embrace. His brother scooped her up, nodded in Alexander’s direction, and flew off.

      “Willow?”

      The oread appeared beside him, hands folded. “Is there anything I can do?”

      “Will you do me a favor and bring me that box we used for the gallery event?” Alexander’s eyes flicked toward the bird.

      Willow bowed. “I know just the one.” He disappeared and returned almost immediately with an ornately painted wooden box.

      “I found this at an estate sale. It reminded me of something you’d like. I’ve used it as a model in a few of my paintings.” Alexander opened it for her. She ran her hand along the inside. It was a beautiful box made of bentwood cedar.

      “Will this be okay?” He waited, watching her. She could carry Nikan’s body around all day if she wished, if it would help her, but he could already see the truth in her eyes, a truth he had already accepted. The moment she’d put herself inside of Nikan, she’d known this would be the eventual outcome. A hawk was not meant to live forever.

      She placed Nikan’s body inside the box, a new wave of tears flooding her face. He closed the top and positioned it in a place of honor on the front table. Then he pulled her into his arms and kissed the top of her head.

      Maiara wiped under her eyes. “What is… the name of the… witch who raised me?”

      “Your voice is coming back!” He kissed her and hugged her to him. “Raven is her name. She is Gabriel’s mate.”

      “She will have… baby soon.”

      “I’m not sure. I think she still has time.”

      Maiara shook her head. “Soon.” She coughed into her hand as if the word strained her throat.

      “Don’t worry about that now. Come with me. We’ll get you some clothes. Then I can show you a few spots that might be right for Nikan.”
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      “I’m fine, Gabriel. Really, is this necessary?” Raven allowed him to plump the pillow under her head and tuck the covers around her. Honestly, she was exhausted, and the attention was sweet, but she’d rather just be left alone to sleep.

      “It is absolutely necessary. I’m going to get Tobias. He needs to examine you. You look pale.”

      She frowned but didn’t argue. The pain she’d experienced during the spell to resurrect Maiara wasn’t normal, and the truth was she still didn’t feel well. Tobias was a talented doctor with centuries of experience, not to mention being a dragon himself. If anyone would know what was going on with a dragon/witch pregnancy, it would be him.

      Gabriel kissed her on the forehead and closed the blinds on the windows. She must have fallen asleep before he made it out the door because the next thing she knew, Tobias was standing over her with his doctor’s bag in hand.

      “Gabriel said you were having some pain.”

      “Not anymore. Just when I was doing the spell— Did he tell you? We did it! Maiara’s back.”

      He raised his eyebrows and gave a little nod. “I can’t wait to see her again. She’s the reason I’m able to help you today, the entire reason I became a healer and then a doctor.” He pressed his fingers into her wrist, nonchalantly taking her pulse. “Can you tell me about the pain?”

      “It felt like the baby was expanding and contracting with the flow of magic through my body. The muscles have felt tight before, but this was actually painful.”

      “What do you mean the muscles have felt tight before?”

      “Oh, you know, like when we were at that occult shop and at the pharmacy. Anytime I’m on my feet too long, it just feels like a giant hand is squeezing me around the middle.”

      He scoffed. “And you didn’t think this was something you needed to share with me?”

      “There was a lot going on.” Raven could tell by the way he widened his eyes that that was not the right answer. “It always went away, Tobias. I would have said something if it was really bothering me. Anyway, we’re hopping on a plane tomorrow afternoon and going back to your fully equipped vampire-protected medical office in Chicago to bring this little guy into the world, right?”

      Tobias rubbed the back of his head. “I need to examine you, Raven. Is that okay?” He reached into his bag and drew out a pair of rubber gloves.

      “Of course,” she said. It was awkward having your brother-in-law as your doctor, but he was her only hope of delivering a healthy baby. When she found out she was pregnant with a half dragon, half human, she’d been ecstatic. The pregnancy seemed like a miracle; she’d never thought children would be a possibility when she became Gabriel’s mate.

      But then Tobias, who had diagnosed her pregnancy using an ultrasound, showed her what was developing inside her uterus. Dragons, it seemed, laid eggs not live young, and no one knew how this baby would be born because no human had ever carried an egg before, at least as far as any of them knew.

      So it wasn’t as if a human gynecologist could be her doctor. Tobias was her only hope of surviving this pregnancy and delivering a healthy baby. She stared at the ceiling while he quickly performed the exam she knew was necessary.

      “Raven, I’m afraid tomorrow isn’t soon enough. We need to get you on a plane today, preferably within the hour.”

      “What? Why?”

      He snapped the gloves off into the garbage pail. “You’re starting to dilate. A three, I’d say. That’s early, but we don’t know how fast this will go. It’s too risky to fly commercially. We’ll charter a plane and go straight to Chicago.” He raised his phone to his ear and started rattling off instructions to someone she assumed must be his assistant.

      Resting her hands on either side of her abdomen, she looked down at her protruding belly through the thin cotton of her T-shirt. “Are you saying the baby is coming?”

      “Soon,” he said, turning his mouth away from the phone to answer her before quickly continuing his dialogue. After a few minutes, he hung up and focused fully on her again. “She’s on it. Don’t worry. I’m going to take care of you.”

      “But… but I’m only four months pregnant. What if the baby isn’t developed enough? What if the spell I did put me into premature labor?”

      “We never expected you’d carry the egg for nine months. Dragons don’t. This timing makes sense to me. Besides, we have all the equipment we need in Chicago to care for a preemie. Trust me, Raven. Let’s get you back where it’s safe, and I’ll take care of everything.”

      “I need to pack.” Raven started to sit up, but he caught her shoulder and pressed her back into the mattress.

      “I have someone to do that for you.” Tobias opened the door and Gabriel rushed in. “Pack her bags. I have my assistant chartering a plane. I’ll let you know when we can take off.” He grabbed his bag. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have my own bags to pack.” He left the room with a practiced nod of reassurance.

      “Gabriel, I—”

      His hands balled into fists. “Do not even attempt to talk me out of getting you on that plane, Raven. You’re going.”

      She sighed. “I know.” The room turned wavy with her tears. “What I was going to say is I need help. I’ve been in these clothes all day. They stink of magic. Can you help me change?”

      His shoulders drooped and he looked down at his hands. “Of course. I’m sorry I snapped at you.”

      “I understand. This is scary. Really scary.”

      He dug in a drawer and brought her one of her favorite maternity dresses. Kneeling in front of her, he helped her change clothes.

      “You are a powerful witch, Raven, and my brother, for all his many annoyances, is a talented doctor. That’s a heartening combination in and of itself, but add our immortal bond, and well, I understand you aren’t fragile.”

      She rubbed her forehead. “I don’t exactly feel strong at the moment.”

      “I know.” He rested his palms on the stretchy material covering her thighs and stared up at her with an intensity that was pure dragon. “Both of us thought we’d have longer to prepare for this. And the truth is, there’s no roadmap. No one has ever done what you’re about to do.” When she tried to look away, he cupped her jaw. “But I know you can do this.”

      The sincerity in his eyes made her breath catch in her throat. And as he spoke again, his voice was laced with grit. “The night I came for you in the hospital, the night we met, you were more dead than alive. I’d never seen anyone fight so hard for each scrap of life. I watched you battle your way back, not just physically but mentally and emotionally. You refused to be afraid, of anything.

      “All that time, despite all my pretexts that I was your guardian, it was you who destroyed Crimson and resurrected me. You’ve never been helpless, Raven, or meek. You are the bravest, strongest witch I’ve ever known. And you can do this too.”

      She placed her hands on his face and touched her forehead to his. “Thank you. I needed to hear that today.”

      “Good. Now, just this once, allow me to treat you like you’re made of glass even if we both know it isn’t true.”

      She pressed her lips to his. “Just this once.”
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      Aborella’s plan was finally coming to fruition. It had taken time and patience, but the amulet she’d given Avery had served its purpose. Raven had divulged her location. And although Avery proved to be a tough nut to crack, crack she did. Despite the young woman’s strong mind and resilience to milkwood, Aborella had managed fleeting moments of influence over her. Enough to get them both here.

      “I’m not sure about this, Charlotte,” Avery said to her as she pulled into the Church of New Horizons. “Raven doesn’t like surprises, and visiting her on her honeymoon feels intrusive.” She stopped the car in the middle of the parking lot and shook her head. “What are we doing here? How has this gone this far? This is wrong. I’m turning around.”

      Aborella reached across the front seat and placed her hand on Avery’s shoulder, sending a pulse of persuasive magic through the woman. The marble-sized crystal around her neck glowed brighter. “Park the car. We’re going to see your sister. You want to see her, don’t you? You have to introduce me to her.”

      Avery blinked, her lashes fluttering like the wings of a dying fly. “Of course. What was I thinking? You need to meet Raven.” To Aborella’s delight, she parked the car.

      Unfortunately, as soon as she removed her hand, Avery’s own thoughts broke through again. “Why isn’t Dad here? Shouldn’t he introduce his fiancée to his daughter?”

      “He’d only slow us down, darling. This is just about us girls.” Aborella continued to explain how absolutely normal it was to visit Raven and watched Avery’s expression blank at the lull of her voice. Whatever protective enchantment Raven had placed on her sister, it was a strong one. Keeping the woman under control was costing her massive amounts of energy.

      Together, they walked toward the central courtyard. Aborella had dressed in a lightweight gray suit, her red hair coiled along the back of her head. She’d developed this look for Charlotte because it had proved to be the most effective with these humans. Men were often attracted to her, and women intimidated.

      Avery, on the other hand, wore a simple white sundress that made her appear young, innocent, and naive. Deceptive. The human was far stronger, smarter, and more intuitive than most. Aborella knew better than to underestimate her.

      Now to find her sister, the witch. An apartment building stretched across the grounds to their right, a dated structure with maybe fifty rooms. Ahead of them was a newer, mostly glass building, and to their left, a meticulously landscaped area marked with a sign that read Yoga Studio.

      “There’s the welcome center,” Avery said, pointing to the glass building. “Raven didn’t tell me what room she was in, but I’m sure they’d know.”

      “No.” Aborella studied the pulsing orb around her neck. The light shifted toward the apartments. “She’s there.”

      “But we don’t know the unit. It’s the middle of the afternoon. She could be anywhere.” Avery shook her head. “Why don’t I text her and ask?”

      Aborella seized her wrist before she could reach for her phone. “And ruin the surprise?” she said through her teeth.

      “You’re hurting me!” Avery attempted to yank her hand away.

      Cursing, Aborella gave her another shot of influence and groaned with the effort. She didn’t stop until Avery’s facial muscles drooped. There. With that amount of fairy magic coursing through her blood, Avery should finally obey. For how long, she wasn’t sure. She needed to hurry.

      “Excuse me!” An Asian man in a red-and-yellow robe with two long braids waved his hands at them. Aborella swore again under her breath. He was too close to convincingly pretend she didn’t hear him.

      “Can I help you?” she said through a tight smile.

      The man laughed and extended his hand. “Actually, I was wondering if I could help you. I am Master Gu. I run New Horizons.”

      Aborella pumped his hand, and he gave her a pronounced frown.

      “Have you recently lost someone precious to you?” He lowered his voice. “A child perhaps.”

      “No. Why?” Aborella answered in an annoyed tone, although she followed it up with a smile befitting her identity as Charlotte.

      “Your aura is dark. Very dark.” He turned to shake Avery’s hand and smiled brightly in her direction. “Yours, however, is the most brilliant gold and white. I’ve only ever seen one other person with that aura. Actually, she looks a little like you, but more… well, pregnant.”

      “That’s my sister,” Avery said, her eyelashes fluttering. “That’s who we’re here to see.”

      He folded his hands. “I’m sorry to say her husband called down earlier to tell me they were checking out this afternoon. You may be too late.”

      Aborella glanced between Avery and Gu and decided to cut her losses. Pivoting, she ran for the stairs of the apartment building, leaving Avery and the protesting Master Gu behind. She rushed to the second floor, drawn forward by the scent of dragon and the tingle of power on her skin. Lucky her. She was close.

      Touching each door with the tips of her fingers, she narrowed her eyes and concentrated. The tingle grew more intense until she reached a door that was already cracked. It swung open for her, as easy as brushing aside a spider’s web, and what she saw inside gave her a wicked thrill.

      “Did you get the car loaded?” Raven asked, her back to Aborella as she bent over a suitcase open on the bed. Surprise, surprise, the witch’s pregnancy had advanced. Her stomach was the size of a beach ball, and Aborella could sense the unique magic of the infant inside her.

      “I’ve come a long way for you,” Aborella crooned.

      Raven whirled. “Charlotte? What are you doing here?”

      In the mirror above the dresser, Aborella glimpsed Gabriel on the concrete walkway. As he neared, she saw exactly when he caught her scent. His casual walk turned into a run.

      In a flash, Aborella spun behind Raven, grabbed her about the shoulders—careful not to touch her skin directly—and brought the razor-sharp edge of a blade to the witch’s throat. “Easy, Gabriel. Don’t give me a reason to spill her blood. The empress will take her either dead or alive.”

      It was a lie but a good one. The empress wanted all of them brought back alive, Raven and the baby she was carrying most of all, but Gabriel didn’t need to know that.

      “What the fucking hell!” Avery yelled from the doorway. “Charlotte, put down the knife!”

      “The empress?” Raven’s hands reached for her.

      Not this time. Quickly, Aborella whispered a paralysis spell in her ear and watched the witch’s arms drop limp to her sides. “Don’t you dare touch me, witch. I’ll curse you hard enough to make you wet yourself.”

      “Charlotte.” Avery stepped around Gabriel and into the room. “Give me the knife.”

      “Avery,” Gabriel commanded. “Go get my brother Tobias. Room 10.”

      “Stay right where you are, Avery. I might need you,” Aborella said.

      Avery stopped, although the sweat on her upper lip suggested Aborella’s hold over her would soon give out.

      Gabriel growled. “Let her go, Aborella.”

      She laughed. So the heir did know who she was. “I’m flattered you remember me. What gave me away, my prince?”

      Gabriel sniffed the air like an animal. His voice was barely more than a hiss when he answered her. “You don’t forget the stink of fairy.”

      “I missed you too.” Aborella dropped her illusion. Avery started to scream. Raven’s eyes widened in terror, and she struggled against her paralyzed limbs. No doubt the witch would love to touch her and drain her power, but Aborella wouldn’t make the same mistake twice. She zapped Raven with another dose of magic and had to hold her up as she went limp.

      “Where are the heirs?” Aborella asked Gabriel. She shifted Raven’s weight to one arm to reach into her pocket and wrap her fingers around the Paragonian immurcador there. The weapon had the power to cage and transport all of them back to Paragon. She would have liked to catch Tobias and Rowan too, but Raven and Gabriel would do for a start. Aborella could return for the others.

      “Let her go and we can talk,” Gabriel said.

      Inside her pocket, Aborella’s thumb stretched to activate the device.

      “Go to the funeral,” Raven blurted. Aborella didn’t know what that meant, but she wasn’t taking any chances. She drew the trap. Too late. Raven dissolved into a column of smoke before it engaged. Aborella’s knife passed harmlessly through the dark fog she’d become before she disappeared entirely.

      Aborella cursed. Raven was far more powerful than she remembered, and she could not return to Paragon with Gabriel alone. She deactivated the immurcador and returned it to her pocket just as Gabriel’s talons sank into her gut. Pain radiated through her, sharp and intense. The symbols in her skin twisted and spiraled, magic meant to keep her alive.

      “Die, bitch,” Gabriel seethed into her face.

      Using the last of her power, she teleported to the safety of the nearest plant life, surprised to find herself among the landscaping of the outdoor yoga studio. At first she could do nothing but lie still in the dirt, but with time her fingers twitched, then crawled to the base of the nearest tree. As the breeze rattled the leaves above her, she watched them turn from green to yellow to brown as she healed and her illusion snapped back into place. Cloaked again in her power, she stood and swaggered from between the trees, a shadow blowing through New Horizons.

      In Raven’s condition, she wouldn’t make it far. All Aborella had to do was wait for the heirs to take the bait, and she’d have what she wanted in no time.
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      Maiara held the box containing the precious remains of her Nikan and sang the song of her ancestors as well as she could. The song was meant to guide the bird to the Land of Souls. Although she’d recovered her voice well enough to sing, when she attempted the high notes, it turned into a breathy rasp and she had to clear her throat before continuing.

      After exploring sites with Alexander, she’d chosen this particular crag to bury Nikan because it was close to Alexander’s cave but only reachable through flight. Nikan would be at peace here, alone with her kind, her body resting between the roots of a desert willow. She couldn’t think of a more peaceful place.

      Once she’d sung the last note, she placed the box inside the hole Alexander had dug. He covered it with earth. Although Raven and Gabriel had wanted to be there, they’d contacted Alexander on his phone, a device she wasn’t at all comfortable with, to let them know Raven’s health would not allow it. It seemed Maiara’s instincts about her pregnancy were correct. She was close to delivery and had to leave Sedona immediately.

      “May your flight to the next world be smooth and effortless, my friend,” Alexander said toward the small grave.

      Maiara leaned into his side and said, “She will rest now.”

      He kissed her temple.

      A piercing scream echoed in the valley below, and they both peered over the side of the red rock in the direction of the sound. “Who is that?” Maiara asked. All she could make out was a silhouette rushing into the cave.

      “There’s trouble. We have to go.” Alexander swept her into his arms, spread his wings, and swooped down. Maiara’s heart quickened with the drop, but her stomach clenched once she was close enough to make out the identity of their visitor. Something was very wrong. Raven lay just inside the entrance to the cave, her hair slick with sweat. There was blood between her legs.

      Alexander cursed. He set Maiara down and swept Raven into his arms.

      “Take her to the bed,” she said to Alexander. “I’ll examine her.”

      He was already there, lowering her gently to the mattress. “What happened, Raven? Where’s Gabriel? He told me you were leaving for Chicago tonight.” Alexander held her hand while Maiara wet a towel and put it across her forehead. The poor woman was burning up.

      “Aborella is h-here,” Raven stuttered, and Maiara watched Alexander recoil. Whoever this Aborella was, her mate feared her. “She tried to take me. I couldn’t let her. This was the only place nearby I knew she couldn’t trace me, but getting here required a teleportation spell. I think I’m in labor.”

      “Yes, the baby is coming,” Maiara confirmed, palpating her abdomen. The muscles constricted under her palms, a strong contraction. As a healer, Maiara knew the signs, and she started mentally preparing a list of the things she’d need.

      “You have to call Tobias. He’s the only one who can deliver this baby.” Raven gripped Alexander’s arm until her fingers turned white.

      Maiara placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “I have delivered many babies. I am a healer. I will take care of you.”

      Raven shook her head and screamed as another contraction racked her body. “This isn’t an ordinary baby. It’s an egg. A dragon’s egg! Do you understand?”

      Maiara shook her head. She did not understand, but it was clear this was no ordinary pregnancy. Raven’s skin rippled with light, and it was all Maiara could do to remain calm for Raven’s sake.

      Alexander fired off a text. “They’re on their way. Gabriel says he got your message. When did you have time to send Gabriel a message?”

      “I told him to come to the funeral. Nikan’s funeral. It was the only location I could think of that Gabriel would know but Aborella wouldn’t, and it was close to the cave. I’m sorry to put you in this position, Alexander, but your home is the only place warded against Aborella. I had no choice but to come here.”

      “I am happy you came to me. This is where you should be, Raven. I’ll keep you safe,” Alexander said, taking her hand in his.

      Maiara flashed back to the night Alexander had promised to keep her safe. He’d barely known her then. From the first moment they’d met, he’d put her needs above his own. He’d always been empathetic and fiercely loyal.

      At the same time, his relationship with Gabriel seemed strained. For so much of their early relationship, she’d observed her mate’s struggle with finding his own identity in the shadow of his brother, which made this act all the more meaningful. The protection he offered Raven was genuine and unconditional. He held back no affection from his brother’s mate.

      Her chest felt tight. Jealousy. She recognized the feeling but not the source. She didn’t feel threatened romantically by Raven, but the discomfort she was feeling had no other name. And then it came to her. Alexander had something she’d never had: a family. Brothers, sisters, and their mates. She squared her jaw. How foolish of her not to see. This witch was the reason Maiara was alive and here with Alexander. What was that but the action of family?

      Maiara decided then that she would do whatever it took to help Raven, not out of any sense of obligation but because she was well and truly her kin now. She closed her eyes and centered herself. It had been a long time since she’d called on her Midewiwin magic, but it was still there, waiting for her. Like her ability to speak, it had atrophied but remained with her.

      “Where is my medicine bag?” she asked Alexander, forming each word with effort.

      “It burned with you. All we have is your migiis.” Alexander hastened into the main room and returned with the white shell amulet. He handed it to her.

      “This will not help with pain. Only to heal.” Maiara slipped it into the pocket of her dress, knowing she would likely need to use its healing properties before the night was through.

      “What do you need to help with pain?” Alexander asked.

      “Nothing.” Maiara took Raven’s hands between her own and prayed to the Great Spirit to allow her to share the woman’s pain. The results were immediate and excruciating, but she clamped her jaw and refused to scream. Instead, she took joy in watching Raven’s face soften and her breath flow into her lungs evenly. She could do this. She would do this.

      “Oh, that’s better.” Raven released a shaky breath. “I think the contraction is over.”

      Maiara closed her eyes and rolled with the agony. “Almost.” Alexander met her gaze and held it, his eyes wide when he realized what she was doing. The contraction abated, and Maiara released Raven’s hands.

      “Alexander,” Gabriel called from outside the cave.

      With a gesture of her mate’s hand, three people rushed into the room, Gabriel, Tobias, and a woman who looked remarkably like Raven.

      “Avery, thank God you’re safe,” Raven said. Maiara watched the dark-haired woman cross to Raven’s side. “Maiara, this is my sister, Avery.”

      Gabriel rushed to his mate and kissed her forehead. “I had her, Raven. My claws were in her flesh, but Aborella escaped. I would have chased after her, but I knew you’d need Tobias.”

      For his part, Tobias was already taking Raven’s pulse and observing her as only a doctor could. “Rowan and Nick stayed behind to keep watch and act as a distraction.”

      “I didn’t know about Charlotte. I mean Aborella. She’s been manipulating me since your wedding,” Avery said. “Gabriel told me everything. My God, Raven, my head is spinning with it all. It feels like I’m in a dream… or a nightmare. I have so many questions. Please believe me. I’m so sorry. So incredibly sorry.”

      Maiara could see the guilt roll off the woman called Avery, smell her tears. She seemed to vibrate with remorse. Then she noticed the blue crystal orb the size of a marble around her neck.

      “Where did you get that?” Maiara asked, visions of the wendigo coming back to her like a nightmare.

      “It’s powerful,” Raven added before another contraction rolled through her and stole her breath. Maiara took her hand and helped her through it.

      “This?” Avery lifted it off her chest and fluttered her lashes at it. “It was a gift from…” Her eyes widened and she tore it from her neck as if it burned.

      “Alexander!” Maiara cried his name through the pain. He knew what to do.

      He snatched the amulet from Avery’s hand, placed it on the stones near his feet, and smashed it with the base of the heavy cast-iron lamp beside the bed. It shattered. The blue light bled from its pieces.

      “What was that, brother?” Gabriel’s pupils burned with apprehension.

      “Nothing good.” Alexander explained how he’d found the same thing around the wendigo’s neck when he’d killed the beast centuries ago.

      Maiara’s blood ran cold, and the base of her skull prickled with the chill it gave her. So many years. So far away, and still the beast was breathing down her neck, threatening the ones she loved.

      “Charlotte gave it to me.” Avery’s hand pressed into her chest. “I mean Aborella. Oh my God, was she controlling me with that thing?”

      “And likely using it to spy on you and subsequently the rest of us,” Tobias said. “If that was enchanted by Aborella, you didn’t stand a chance once she had it around your neck.”

      Avery covered her mouth with her hands. “That’s how she knew to come here.”

      “Does she know where we are?” Maiara asked. She did not know who this Aborella was, but if she’d been in league with the wendigo, she could only imagine she was a demon.

      Silence weighed heavily in the room, and the men exchanged worried glances. Maiara had personally witnessed Gabriel, Tobias, and Alexander protecting her village. Their dragons were things of nightmares. If the brothers, together, feared Aborella, she must be powerful indeed. Maiara gritted her teeth. She refused to let the demon woman hurt anyone else she loved.

      “At the moment, Aborella is the least of our worries.” Tobias turned his attention back to Raven. The witch flushed as another contraction gripped her, and a moan parted her lips.

      “Tobias?” Gabriel dragged out the word and turned toward his brother with pleading eyes. “Can you stop this? Long enough for us to transport her to a surgical center. I’ll take a plane by force if I have to.”

      “I don’t know. I need to examine her again. Can everyone leave the room?”

      Gabriel grumbled. “I don’t see why that’s necessary.”

      Panting, Raven pointed toward the door. “Gabriel, just go! Please.”

      Gabriel hesitated but Alexander ushered him and Avery out. “Come on, big guy. Let’s give the healers some room to work.”

      Before Maiara could follow them from the room, Tobias stopped her with a hand on her upper arm. “I’ll need your assistance. If you’re willing.”

      Maiara gave him a quick nod. “Yes. I will help you.”

      Tobias beamed a brilliant white smile down on her. “Just like old times.”

      Maiara wasn’t sure about that. In her time, a woman would not be giving birth to a dragon egg.

      Retrieving a pair of gloves from his bag, Tobias snapped them on. “Raven, just lean back. I’m going to check you again.”

      Maiara already knew what he would find. “She is ready, Tobias. The baby is coming.”

      Raven squeezed her hand, her eyes frantic. “Is that true? How do you know?”

      After a quick exam, Tobias blew out a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Raven, but Maiara is right. It’s time.”

      Another contraction hit Raven and she cried out. Maiara drained off some of the pain. She muffled a gasp.

      “You’re helping her?” Tobias whispered to Maiara as he dug in his bag.

      Speech was impossible, but she nodded, her knuckles paling as they gripped Raven’s hands. Finally the contraction abated, and she let her go.

      “They’re getting stronger,” Raven said, voice trembling. Her tone was one Maiara had heard many times before. Every mother reached this point. As powerful a witch as Raven was, giving birth meant letting go. What was about to happen was out of her control, bigger than anything that had ever happened to her before.

      “Trust.” Maiara clutched her fingers and rode the next wave of pain with her. “You are in the hands of the Great Spirit.”

      As soon as it had eased, Tobias jabbed a needle into Raven’s thigh and pressed the plunger. “This will take the edge off.”

      “What is that?” Maiara asked.

      “A medicine to dull the pain. Better than willow bark.”

      “Oh.” The tools and new medicines in Tobias’s arsenal fascinated Maiara. When they had more time, she hoped Tobias would teach her modern healing the way she had taught him her ways.

      Raven’s body went limp and then her eyes closed. Maiara took the opportunity to whisper to Tobias. “The little one is…” Maiara motioned with her hands.

      “Correct. It’s too big,” Tobias confirmed. “We have to take it out cesarean.”

      Maiara shook her head, not understanding the word. Tobias made the motion for cutting open the womb. She raised her hand to her mouth. She had seen it done once, but the mother did not survive.

      Raven moaned but didn’t open her eyes.

      “The medication has taken effect. Good.” Tobias dug in his bag again and removed a soft roll full of narrow, sharp knives and other metal tools. “We need to do this now before things get complicated.”

      “What could be more complicated than this?” Maiara couldn’t imagine anything more difficult than cutting open a woman to remove what was inside her.

      Tobias helped her into a pair of gloves. “If the baby doesn’t want to come willingly.”

      Maiara shot him a horrified look. “What type of baby doesn’t want to be born?”

      Tobias frowned. “Dragons are an interesting species. A dragon mother is fireproof, and her eggs are born burning. Raven is not fireproof. Let’s just hope this baby is more witch than it is dragon. Do you have your amulet?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Then call Gabriel. We’re going to need him to hold her down.”
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      Raven drifted in and out of sleep. Whatever Tobias had given her had made her incredibly drowsy, and she floated off whenever the pain lessened. Then a contraction would come and rip her from her slumber before the drug washed her under again.

      This time when she woke, Gabriel was standing over her, and he wasn’t smiling. “Tobias has to get the baby out, Raven. It’s going to hurt.”

      “How? They can’t do it here,” Raven mumbled. She didn’t even have an IV.

      “They have to.” His dark eyes burned.

      Raven finally understood through the haze of the drugs and the pain. Tobias needed to perform the cesarean, here and now. Without anesthesia. Fear knocked on her heart, but she refused to open the door.

      The moment she’d learned she was pregnant with Gabriel’s child, she’d known this wouldn’t be easy. Tobias had tried to convince her to end the pregnancy there and then. He’d told her it would most likely kill her. Legend warned the child of a witch and a dragon would be a monster.

      But Raven had faced death before and she loved a man others thought was a monster. She loved this child. Through gritted teeth, she said, “Do it.”

      Gabriel nodded toward Tobias and then circled her wrists with his hands. She locked her eyes on him.

      “Hold her,” Tobias said. A cold, searing pain sliced under her belly button.

      She tried not to scream, but in the end, she failed. Tipping to the side, she heaved and heard Gabriel curse as she threw up over the side of the bed.

      “I said hold her, Gabriel! By the Mountain, man!” Tobias snapped. Raven did not fight Gabriel as he held her shoulders down. “Now, Maiara. This is the hard part.”

      Maiara grabbed one of Raven’s hands and the pain lessened considerably. The healer’s lips moved in silent prayer. She was taking some of the pain. Raven would have to thank her for that later.

      Dimly, Raven risked a glance at what Tobias was doing. The egg was halfway out of her abdomen, its outer shell like a coiled string of pearls. Surreal. Was the haze in the room drug induced or from the blur of her tears? Either way, the egg was beautiful, and it pulsed peacock blue at the center. Her baby’s heart. Tobias cut away at some type of biological web that kept him from removing it.

      Beside her, Maiara groaned. “Tobias, quickly!”

      Desperate to get the baby out, he wrapped an arm around the egg and attempted to tear it free. Crackling magic stirred in the air around them. If she’d been able to speak, she would have warned them all to get back—she knew this magic—but she was too weak. Purple lightning ignited from the shell and across her skin, sending Gabriel, Maiara, and Tobias flying. The egg stayed where it was.

      Raven wailed as the full magnitude of the pain slammed into her. Every nerve ending burned like she was on fire. Tobias attempted to get to his feet to help her and fell down again, his legs trembling. Maiara reached for her, no doubt to help with the pain, but she’d been thrown too far away and her legs, like Tobias’s, failed her.

      And through it all, Raven could feel the echo of an emotion coming from the egg. All that purple magic was something she could sense, absorb, as she did with every other kind of magic. And in it, she saw the truth.

      Her baby was scared.

      With her last ounce of strength, she reached for the egg, her teeth chattering from an unexpected wave of cold that overwhelmed her flesh. Her fingers dug into the bumpy exterior, wet with her own blood. Grunting with the effort, she heaved. Using her muscles but also her witch’s connection to the elements, she willed her child into existence with a spell that came from nowhere else but the depths of her soul.

      The pain was unfathomable. Her flesh tore and her blood spilled, but her child gave way. She collapsed against the bed with the egg tucked into the crook of her elbow.

      All at once, her body went rigid, muscles locking. Then everything went dark.
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      The lights came back on for Raven and all the pain was gone. She stood beside herself as absolute chaos broke loose in the room. Gabriel was howling as if his heart was being pried from his chest with a dull spoon. He hovered over a corpse holding a giant pearl.

      That couldn’t be her, could it? The body was too pale to be human, and all the light had gone from the blue eyes, the pupils nothing more than pinpricks. The abdomen was torn open from hip to rib in an ugly mess that might as well be called a disembowelment.

      Maiara placed her healing amulet on the body’s neck, the skin of the corpse barely darker than the white shell. Again, Raven resisted the idea that it was her lying there. She couldn’t accept it. She was right here, warm and safe, watching it all.

      Tobias tried to replace all her abdominal parts, fumbling with bloody innards and clamps and strings. Raven had a sudden comical vision of Humpty Dumpty. She’d had a great fall. You’ll never put all the pieces back together, Tobias. Never.

      Gabriel pounded on her chest. Be careful, she thought. You’ll hurt the baby. The egg after all was still nestled in the crook of her arm in all its pearlescent glory. It was all about the child now, she realized. That was the important thing.

      “You’re a mess,” a woman’s voice said.

      Raven jumped at the sound. A dark-haired goddess appeared at her side. There was no doubt she was a goddess. She wore a white gown that draped around her perfect olive skin in a way no human could pull off, its color brighter than any she’d seen before. Her eyes were the color of liquid gold. Being in her presence was like standing in the sun.

      “Who are you?” Raven asked.

      “You don’t recognize me, granddaughter? I suppose I should insert a number of greats before grand, but the gods and goddesses put little stock in measuring time. I wouldn’t know how many greats, and I would be hard-pressed to name your entire lineage. Surely when you look upon me, you must see some part of yourself.”

      “Circe.” She said the name with reverence.

      The goddess bowed her head. “Yes, it is I.”

      “I can’t believe you’re here.” Dark realization traveled through her soul. “Am I dead?”

      “Yes,” Circe said. “Whether you stay that way is still to be known.”

      The stuff she was made of turned to cold lace like her soul was nothing more than a delicate frost on stone. She’d read the Greek gods were easily offended. Raven lowered her eyes, trying to find the right words. “I have so much to thank you for, Circe. My magic. My mate. Please, goddess, I beg you for one more favor. I want to know my child. If there is anything you can do, please help me live.”

      Unmoved, Circe raised a hand. “We have little time together, Raven, and there is something I must tell you. A message you must hear and remember.”

      Raven didn’t understand, but she hoped the message was for the living and not the underworld.

      “A long time ago, your ancestor and her two sisters discovered a book of spells called the Golden Grimoire. The grimoire belonged to Hera herself, a gift from Zeus containing the secrets of the immortals. Anyone capable of wielding the spells inside can harness the power of the gods. Afraid of the grimoire falling into the wrong hands, Hera convinced Hades to secure it for her in the underworld. There it stayed for centuries until the three sisters conjured it.”

      “What does that have to do with me?”

      “When Hera discovered their insurrection, the three sisters took refuge in the five kingdoms, one of the few realms beyond Hera’s control. Can you imagine what happened next, Raven?”

      “Hera tried to get it back?”

      Circe nodded. “As soon as Hera discovered the book’s location, she demanded that the goddess of the Mountain return it to her. But like me, the Mountain is a descendant of a titan. Zeus and Hera have little power over her. Rejected, Hera poisoned the ears of the king and queen of Paragon, making them ravenous for power. It is because of her that your mate is here.

      “Everything happening in Paragon is fueled by Hera’s jealousy and her desire to get that book back. And she is merciless. She has always hated my creation and will burn Paragon down to pluck the book from its ashes if unchecked.”

      “Your creation. That’s right, you created dragon shifters.”

      Circe nodded.

      “I don’t understand. She’s Hera, the queen of the gods. If she wanted to burn Paragon down, why hasn’t she already? Why not snap her fingers and call the book to her?”

      “Even gods and goddesses have rules and limitations,” Circe said. “Paragon is under my protection as well as the Mountain’s, and we have friends among the gods. We’ve succeeded at keeping Hera in check, but she has weakened our hold from the inside. The dark magic keeping Eleanor and Brynhoff on the throne is also corrupting the Mountain. She is vulnerable, and if the Mountain falls, Paragon falls.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Mark me, Raven, only when the treasure of Paragon sits upon the throne and the Golden Grimoire is returned to Hera will their world or this one be safe. I will help you along the way when I can.”

      Raven’s head spun. How could she possibly process everything she’d been told? “But… what do you expect me to do?”

      The goddess stared down at the egg, still pulsing in the crook of her body’s arm. “Don’t you know, granddaughter? The truth is in front of you.”

      She didn’t know, and she had no idea what the goddess wanted from her. “But I’m dead!” She pointed at her body and the people she loved working diligently over it.

      The goddess’s gaze burned into hers, and the smile she gave her washed over her like the light from a star. “Don’t underestimate yourself, granddaughter. The three sisters are the most powerful magical beings in any universe. Reunite them. Use the magic you were born to yield. Save Paragon.”

      “But… but…”

      “Remember.” The goddess leaned over and whispered a poem in her ear that rooted in her mind. “It’s time, Raven. Breathe.” Circe grabbed her by the shoulders and pressed her mouth to Raven’s in a kiss that ignited her lips and seared her throat. Light branched to her hips and elbows. It blazed in her fingers and toes. Circe’s kiss was like drinking sunlight, and when that liquid fire had filled every part of her, she crashed back into her broken body. Breath flowed into her lungs and pain followed, branching through her body once again.

      Eyes wide, Raven clawed at the amulet around her neck and held it in her fist. She was a witch who could absorb magic, and she did so now, drawing healing power into herself from the shell, from Maiara, from the dragon tooth that still dwelled in her stomach.

      “For the love of the goddess,” Tobias whispered. He dropped the needle he was using to try to stitch her abdomen and backed away. Maiara cried out and pulled her hand away, and Gabriel stopped beating against her heart.

      Inch by ravaged inch, Raven’s body mended itself, everything back in place, the muscles rejoining, the skin adhering itself in layers. The stitches Tobias had finished fell from her newly formed skin, digested and spit out by her healed body.

      Everything hurt and her limbs trembled despite being whole again. She needed water. Nourishment. Only then did she realize her arms were empty.

      Tongue like leather, she struggled to speak, but when she did, her voice reverberated through the room. “Where’s my baby?”
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      For most of Raven’s life, motherhood was an abstract concept that lurked in the periphery of her experiences. Only in her wildest imagination had she dreamed of being a mother at all, and nowhere in those dreams had a pearl shell come into play. But Raven lived in a world of magic now, and her child did too.

      “Am I awake? Because this feels like a dream. Is this a dream?” Avery leaned back in the plush leather couch and stared at the egg nestled among the burning logs in the fireplace.

      “You’re not dreaming.” Raven sipped tea in the seat beside her. “And you haven’t lost your mind.” Gabriel had carried her out there a few minutes ago and propped her up in a nest of pillows. With Willow’s help, he’d made a tray of food and drink for her as well. Although weak and sore, Raven felt in amazing shape, considering she’d been dead less than an hour ago.

      “Is it okay for it to be in the fire? Burning like that?” Avery asked. Her tone was equal parts wonder and skepticism.

      Gabriel refilled Raven’s tea and fed her a finger sandwich from the tray as if she were a child. Raven loved the attention of her mate and kissed his fingers between bites. While she was chewing, he answered for her.

      “Not only is it okay, it is good for the whelp. In Paragon, dragon mothers place their eggs beside a stream of lava in the mountain to incubate. See how the shell glows? The heat fuels the magic. If you touch it, you’ll find the shell itself is barely hot.” Gabriel never took his eyes off Raven as he spoke.

      “I’ll take your word for it,” Avery said.

      Raven’s newborn was the size of a small watermelon with a bumpy shell that reminded her of a Fabergé egg decorated with hundreds of large pearls. A one-inch ribbon of smooth white broke the otherwise uniform exterior in a spiral from tip to base. It was through this thin strip that she viewed a silhouette. Raven smiled when the dark outline of five fingers pressed against the inside of the shell. Her baby’s tiny hand.

      The rest of the shell glowed from within, either blue or green depending on what angle she looked at it. It was as bizarre as it was beautiful.

      “Have you thought about names?” Avery asked. She seemed as entranced by the egg as Raven was.

      Gabriel fed Raven a bite of pasta. She chewed and swallowed before answering. “Not yet.”

      Avery gave a low, breathy laugh. “Is he going to feed you the entire time?”

      Raven grinned at her sister. “Maybe. Does it bother you?”

      “Bothered is a strong word. I’ve just never experienced intimacy like this before. I can’t imagine anyone feeding me from their fingers.” Her wistful gaze latched onto Gabriel as he stroked Raven’s hair.

      Gabriel smirked, his dark eyes leveling on her sister. “Maybe you need to date a different sort of man.”

      It was intimate, but more than that, it was their bond. Raven sympathized. Alexander and Maiara were cuddled together in a chair made for one, painted into their own world. She and Gabriel were connecting over a meal. And although Tobias wasn’t currently in the room, he had a similar bond with Sabrina.

      As a human, Avery would likely never experience the same. When dragons mated, they mated for life. She hoped her sister would know love one day, but even if she did, it would likely be different than hers and Gabriel’s.

      Tobias came out of the bathroom, rubbing a towel against his wet head. He’d been so covered in Raven’s blood he’d needed to shower. Thankfully, Willow had insisted on cleaning up the bedroom. Her heart warmed with gratefulness for the oread.

      “So, is anyone going to talk about the fact that the most powerful fairy in all of Paragon is out there, in Sedona, hunting us?” Tobias asked. “And that she might already know where we are?”

      Gabriel made a low, grumbling sound. “Not yet. Give Raven time to catch her breath and enjoy the child. Come, Tobias. Look for yourself. It is small as dragon eggs go but healthy. It has taken to the fire as expected.”

      “Oh, I think your child is far more exceptional than you give it credit for, considering it almost knocked the three of us unconscious.”

      Although Tobias said it in an almost ominous tone, Gabriel’s reaction expressed nothing short of pride. “He will be a strong little dragon with his mother’s power.”

      “And we will all arm ourselves with defensive magic when she reaches the terrible twos. It could be a girl, you know.” Tobias poured himself a cup of tea.

      “I’d welcome a girl,” Gabriel said. “She will be fierce and all the other dragons will fear her.”

      Raven raised an eyebrow at him.

      “I still think we need to talk about Aborella sooner rather than later,” Tobias said. “We can’t hide in here forever.”

      Gabriel held up his phone. “Rowan and Nick have been patrolling New Horizons. Aborella hasn’t returned to the vehicle or to the room. There is no place safer than this cave. Alexander has so many layers of magic around this thing, I’m surprised Rowan was able to find it at all.”

      “She used Nick,” Alexander said. “That human is worthy of her.”

      Tobias sighed heavily, his frustration evident. “I need to call Sabrina and let her know what’s going on. She was expecting me home tonight.”

      “Where is your wife, Tobias?” Avery asked.

      “Sabrina is in Chicago running the coven,” he said.

      Avery’s eyebrows shot up. “Your wife is a witch too?”

      He shook his head. “No. A vampire.”

      “There are vampires!” Avery slapped the arm of the sofa. “Am I the only human left in the world?”

      “I am human,” Maiara said, then frowned. “At least I was. I am unsure now. My Midew powers were divine but not immortal.” She touched her face lightly. “I am not sure what I am now.”

      “You should feed her your tooth, Alexander, to be safe,” Gabriel suggested.

      Alexander nodded and asked Maiara in a whisper if she’d be willing.

      “Your tooth…” Avery said. “You swallow each other’s teeth?”

      They all looked at her like she had two heads. “Of course not,” Gabriel said. “We don’t randomly swallow each other’s teeth. Dragons only have so many.”

      Raven came to her rescue with an explanation. “Dragons are magical creatures, and if they want to bind a mortal to them, either for love or for employment, they feed them their tooth, and it imbues the mortal with the dragon’s immortality. Unless I am killed by violent means, I will live as long as Gabriel does.”

      “Is that how you became a witch?” Avery whispered the word witch like she still couldn’t believe it was true.

      “Kind of.”

      “Oh! That must be how you survived your cancer.” Avery’s jaw dropped as she put it all together. “He fed you his tooth and turned you into a witch.”

      “Not really. I… was always a witch. The tooth enhances what’s already there,” Raven said.

      “How could it already be there?” Avery asked with a snort. “We grew up together. It’s not as if it could be hereditary. Did you sell your soul to the devil or something?”

      Raven froze. Her blue eyes held Avery’s as the entire room fell silent aside from the crackling fire. Why had she never considered this before? Raven was a Tanglewood witch, descended from Circe. Avery shared the same heritage. Was it possible her sister was a witch as well, her abilities sleeping latent somewhere inside her? Maybe.

      But this was not the time or the place to discuss this, not without extensive research. It would be wrong to worry Avery when she had no reason to suspect her sister had any power.

      “Raven? How did you become a witch?” Avery pressed again.

      She rubbed her face and leaned back against the sofa. “I’m… I’m sorry, Avery. I’m exhausted and probably not making sense.”

      Concerned, Gabriel turned to his brother. “Where?”

      “Take the second bedroom,” Alexander said. “Down the passageway. There’s a fireplace. We can move the baby in there. Avery can take the couch. I’ll have Willow find a mat for Tobias.”

      Tobias shook his head. “Don’t bother. I’ll shift and go deeper into the cave.”

      “Shift?” Avery scratched the side of her head as if all the new information was making it itch.

      “Into my dragon form,” Tobias explained.

      “Of course, because it couldn’t just be the wings and everything,” Avery mumbled. “You all actually turn into dragons?”

      The three siblings nodded in unison.

      “Avery, are you going to be all right?” Raven squeezed her hand. “Maybe you should eat something. Have the rest of what Gabriel made me.” She pointed at the remaining food on the tray.

      “Okay. Um. I’ll be okay. I just really need to sleep. It’s a lot, Rave. Just a lot. And I… Part of me wishes I’d known sooner so that maybe I could have suspected there was something going on with Charlotte, I mean Aborella. But I’m not sure I’d have believed it—”

      “I know,” Raven said. “It’s okay. I forgive you for any part you played bringing her here, and I’m sorry, genuinely, that I didn’t tell you earlier. I should have.”

      “Do you think we should warn Dad?”

      Gabriel shook his head. “He’s not in any danger, Avery. Now that Aborella knows where we are, she’ll hunt for us here. He’s safe in New Orleans.”

      After they exchanged good-nights, Raven allowed Gabriel to carry her to bed. Her mind raced. Her sister was part of this now. Everything would need to change, and she wasn’t sure Avery was ready for any of it.
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      As soon as Gabriel laid her on the bed in the back room and placed their child in the fire Willow had started in the fireplace, Raven reached for him. “I have to tell you something.”

      “What is it? Are you having pain again? I can get Tobias.”

      “No. Listen to me. Avery is my sister.”

      “I know.”

      “I am a witch because I descended from Circe. That means Avery—”

      “Also descended from Circe, yes. But that doesn’t mean she’s a witch. Remember, even before I fed you my tooth, you had psychic abilities. That’s how I found you. She may not have inherited the magic.” Gabriel stretched out beside her and covered both of them in a fluffy black comforter.

      “True.” Raven frowned. “But maybe she did.”

      “Why didn’t you tell her of the possibility when she asked?”

      “She’s been through too much today. I just couldn’t add one more thing.” She sighed heavily.

      He pulled her onto his chest. “Rest, Raven. After everything, the only one you should be worried about is you.” He groaned. “Tobias thought you’d… died. I… thought you died.”

      She cuddled into his side. “I think… maybe I did.”

      He raised his head to look at her.

      “It felt like I was standing there, watching it all. I had the strangest dream that I saw my ancestor, the goddess Circe.”

      “You dreamed about Circe?” he asked, gently stroking her hair.

      She nodded, her eyelids heavy. She gave up fighting the exhaustion and just closed them. “She was strange and wonderful. Her eyes were like molten gold. Do you think that’s because she’s the daughter of Helios?”

      “What did she say to you?”

      “She said Hera was behind what happened in Paragon. Her Golden Grimoire was stolen and hidden on your world. She said Hera corrupted Eleanor and Brynhoff. She wanted to overthrow the kingdom to weaken Paragon’s goddess of the Mountain. Circe is helping to protect Paragon, but she said if the mountain falls, your world will fall. Something about gods having limits and rules. I don’t fully understand.”

      It sounded ridiculous now. Goddesses at war. Hidden grimoires. Raven needed sleep to sort it all out.

      “Gods are strengthened by belief and ritual. Eleanor has cast aside the old ways.” Gabriel trailed his fingers along her arm. “What else did she say?”

      She yawned. “She said I should find the three sisters. Isn’t that weird? Like the name of my mom’s bar. She said the three sisters were the most powerful beings in the universe and could wield magic strong enough to save Paragon. Only when the treasure of Paragon sits upon the throne and the Golden Grimoire is returned to Hera will Paragon be safe and at peace.” Raven shook her head. “It sounds so crazy now.”

      “Did Circe think you should go back to Paragon?”

      “Hmmm. I think so. She whispered a little poem in my ear:

      Three sisters the way will make

      the book, the tree, the throne to take.

      One will read it, one will slay, one will sing death away.

      The treasure then will rise again,

      complete the crown in the dragon’s den

      A ring of jewels that number nine

      must use their hearts to return what’s thine.

      With the heirs upon the throne,

      the queen shall fall an aged crone.

      Only then will goddess sleep

      her deadly fire at last appeased

      And wrong undone peace doth reign

      never war to come again.”

      “What does it mean?” Gabriel whispered.

      Raven sighed, her mind close to sleep. “I don’t know. Maybe it was just a dream. Maybe it doesn’t mean anything. But she was beautiful. My brain is so weird.”

      “Hmm.” He tucked the blankets around her. “Sleep now, Raven. There will be time tomorrow to face all these things.”

      With her ear pressed to his heart and enveloped in his warmth, she drifted off in the safety of his arms.
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      Maiara snuggled into Alexander’s side in his bed beside a mountain of treasure the likes of which she’d never known. The gems reflected the candlelight and color, and shadows danced across his bare chest. This was his way.

      Strange, all their time together before had been spent living her way among her people. He had never complained of this, although it must have been far different from what he was used to. Treasure, dragon eggs, wings to fly, a kingdom in a faraway land—he’d told her about all these things before, but it was different now, seeing them for what they were.

      Willow had lit candles around the room, and a warm glow filled their section of the cave. It brought peace to her heart. It reminded her of their teepee when they were first mated.

      “Are you tired? Do you want me to blow out the candles?” Alexander asked.

      “No.” There was much to be said, and she’d only recently found her voice.

      “You saw something today you’ll never see again. A dragon egg born to a witch, a former human. Who would have ever thought such a thing was possible?”

      “She died,” Maiara said.

      “Hmm?”

      “She came back, but she was gone. I feared I would have to tell her mate that his wife had taken my place in the Land of Souls.”

      “Oh hell.” Alexander rubbed his eyes.

      “How long until the egg will hatch?”

      “No one knows. In dragons, the gestation is about a year. Half inside the mother, half outside. But with the mother being a human witch, no one understands for sure what we’re dealing with.”

      There were many things Maiara didn’t understand. Her mind jumped to Avery and the amulet they’d destroyed. “Why do you think Avery had the same amulet as the wendigo?”

      Alexander threaded his fingers behind his head. “I never had a chance to speak with you after I killed the wendigo. The orb was Paragonian. It was from my world.”

      Maiara dragged breath through her teeth. “How would something from your world end up around the neck of the wendigo?”

      “That, I don’t know. In Paragon, enchanted orbs like that were used to spy on our enemies. They were made by Aborella.”

      “Who is this Aborella?”

      “She’s a fairy sorceress who works for my mother Eleanor. I told you once that dragons could perform some magic.”

      She nodded. It had been a long time ago, but she remembered.

      “We are magical beings, and some magic spells will work for us, but our magic is not as powerful as that of a witch or a fairy. Witches draw their power from the elements. Fairies draw from living things. Aborella can literally drain the life out of a plant she touches and turn that life force into magic.”

      “She is a demon,” Maiara said.

      “I can’t argue with that. But in our world, we call her a fairy.”

      “My people told stories of the wendigo. It was said that they were once warriors who sold their souls to the devil in exchange for power. Do you think this Aborella had the power to change a man into the monster you killed?”

      Alexander rubbed his chin. “It’s possible.”

      “Why did Avery not change into a monster?”

      One of his dark eyebrows lifted. “Avery wouldn’t have asked for power in exchange for wearing the orb. She was wearing it because Aborella had posed as her father’s girlfriend and given it to her.”

      Maiara brought her fists to her forehead. “But why?” Her voice cracked. “Why would this fairy sorceress do such a thing as to create the monster that would kill my family if she is not even from this world?”

      Alexander’s eyes narrowed, his fingers trailing absently along her arm. “That’s a very good question. After King Brynhoff murdered my brother, our mother transported us to this realm. Once we arrived here, we found a message she’d prerecorded in an enchanted crystal. Her last words to us were that we must stay apart or Brynhoff would find us and kill us. Our collective magical signature would give away our location if we stayed together in one place for too long. We thought she’d saved us.”

      “But she was lying,” Maiara said. She’d gleaned that much from his brothers.

      “Yes, she was. I’ve only recently learned that my mother was in on the coup. She sent us here to get us out of the way so we wouldn’t challenge her for the throne. And her warning to stay apart was only to keep us weak. Together we might figure out what she was doing and retaliate; apart we would be too busy surviving to be much of a threat. I suppose there was some compassion in it, her not wanting to slaughter us all. I have no idea how she explained our absence to the people of Paragon.”

      He shook his head. “In any case, in light of what I know now, Aborella must have created the wendigo to ensure we either followed our mother’s edict or paid with our lives. She’s a powerful seer. If her visions had shown her we would eventually travel to the New World…” He looked her in the eye. “You said the wendigo attacked the Midewiwin at a ceremony when they were all together.”

      “Yes,” she said softly.

      “When their magical signature was strongest.”

      “Yes.”

      “And then it came after us when we were all together.”

      “Yes.” Their gazes met and locked.

      “Why didn’t it follow us to the winter camp?” Alexander asked.

      Maiara’s head ached, and she closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. Why? Why? Why? It came to her in a long-lost memory, the symbols she’d noticed when they’d ridden into the Potawatomi village. “Keme. The Midew of that tribe was very powerful. He once shared with me that he did a spell of protection over that place so his people would never be attacked in their vulnerable winter village. The wendigo didn’t attack us there because it couldn’t find us.”

      Alexander growled. “And then when we left, it found us again.”

      She placed her hands over her face, anger coiling like a snake within her. She could hear its warning rattle in her ears. She hated this Aborella, this creature she’d never met, to the core of her being, to the marrow of her bones.

      “I am sorry I brought this pain upon you,” Alexander rasped. “In searching for me and my siblings, Aborella created the thing that destroyed your family. I can never make this right. Maiara, you must know how sorry I am.”

      When she looked at him again, his expression broke her heart. Nothing short of devastation darkened his eyes.

      “I swear to you, had I known—”

      “This is not your fault, Alexander.” She ground her teeth. “One day we will kill her and have our revenge.”

      He brushed her hair back from her face, his eyes becoming dark pits. “I promise you.”

      She turned on her back and stared at the rough ceiling of the cave. “Aborella is deadly. It will be dangerous to kill her.”

      “True.”

      “You tried to take your own life while I was in Nikan.”

      He frowned but he didn’t deny it. After a long moment, he said, “I didn’t know you were inside her. I wanted to join you in the Land of Souls.”

      “And that is the thing we must talk about.” She stared at him through eyes narrowed to slits. “I cannot be your entire reason for living. No person can or should hold that honor. The honor of life-giver can only be given to one like the Great Spirit.” She pointed at the ceiling. “Or your goddess of the Mountain. I am not forever. I cannot be your beginning and your end.”

      He shook his head, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “We will change all that. I will give you my tooth, and we will be bound together, your life to mine.”

      She shook her head. “This is not the Midewiwin way.”

      He sat up, hugging his knees to his chest. His dark blue eyes turned purple from the fire burning within them. “Considering you put your soul into a hawk to survive, I think the Midewiwin way must be more accepting of immortality than you’re suggesting.”

      She shook her head. “Aborella will come and we will fight her. If it is the will of the Great Spirit that we once again be parted—”

      He shook his head vehemently. “No, I won’t allow it.”

      She sat up then too and squared her shoulders. “We do not have a say over where the wind blows or how fast the water flows or how tall the grasses grow. We decide only to turn our face to it, sink our toes under it, and trail our hands through it.”

      “Losing you was like losing half of myself.”

      “What if something happens to you? You have told me dragons can be killed. Your brother Marius was killed.”

      “In rare cases, yes, we can.” He scowled.

      “And if that happens, do you expect me to leap onto your funeral pyre and die with you?”

      “No, of course not.” A muscle in his jaw twitched.

      “What would you want for me if Aborella killed you?”

      “I’d want you…” His brow furrowed. “Well, I’d want you to remember me, but I’d want you to carry on. The world needs healers. My brothers would take care of you.” He licked his lips. “I’d want you to find happiness again.”

      There it was, the light of understanding flickering in his eyes. “The world needs artists too.”

      Their eyes locked and held.

      She took his hands in hers. “Pain is an evil taskmaster, a monster who sometimes lives inside us and makes us do things to appease it. I love you, Alexander, and accept all that you are and all that you’ve done. All I ask is that you make peace now with the Great Spirit. Banish the darkness from your soul.

      “And know that if I ever do pass into the next world without you, I will still be with you, here.” She touched the space over his heart. “I don’t want the sacrifice of your death to the pain monster. I want the victory of your joy over it. That is how you will honor me.”

      “Then promise, here and now, that should anything happen to either of us in the future, the one who remains will carry on,” Alexander said with conviction.

      She took his hand in hers. “I promise.”

      “I promise too.” A muscle in his jaw twitched. “Now, enough about dying. When we face Aborella, I plan to win.” He rolled onto his back and stared at the ceiling again. The candlelight played along his chest, his stiffly held shoulders. She refused to leave things like this between them.

      She rose onto her knees. At first, his mind remained in some faraway place. She waited. Eventually his gaze shifted to her. Slowly she lifted her sleeping gown over her head, allowing the cool air of the cave to caress her skin.

      Without warning, he sprang from the bed, took her in his arms, and rolled her onto her back, nothing but long, lean muscle caging her in his embrace. A high-pitched noise escaped her throat as her back hit the mattress. His gaze swept over her face.

      Kneeling, he seized her legs and slid her to him until she straddled his hips, with her back on the mattress. His wings rose, strong and fierce behind him, his gaze darkly hungry. What a sight to behold. There was her hunter. There was the man who had stood for her against the white men in the tavern, against her own people before the chief, against her enemies.

      “Won’t you share your heat with me, dIneym?”

      “Always.”

      He leaned over her, nestled between her thighs, and met her mouth with his. The memory of their love dance came back to her with the first stroke of his tongue. His fingers threaded into her hair, and he massaged her neck in time with the rhythm of his kiss. And although he might have started the kiss, she took control, kindling a deep and desperate fire. His hand worked between them, stroking along the outer curve of her breast.

      “You made this body from clay?” she said, suddenly realizing that his fingers had, in fact, touched every part of her. It was easy to forget. She felt like herself.

      His lips tickled her ear. “I sculpted the totem, which transformed into you. You are flesh, not clay. But yes, I did sculpt you.”

      She placed her hand over his as he cupped her breast. “You never thought to change anything?” she said mischievously. “Make these bigger?” She moved his hand down her side to caress her bottom. “This rounder?”

      He rose and lifted her with him until he knelt on the bed with her straddling his lap. He shot her a boyish grin. “There is no improving on perfection.”

      “You are a wise dIneym. Your wisdom will be rewarded.”

      She rose onto her knees and worked his shorts down beneath her. He helped her remove them. His manhood stood proud and thick between them. She wrapped her hand around it and enjoyed the resulting purr of his mating trill. “Maiara, oh goddess…”

      “There is one thing,” she said, watching his eyelids droop and his head tip back.

      “What’s that?”

      “We should make sure this new body works like the old one.”

      “An important goal, I agree.” He stroked up her thighs, ran his thumbs along the tangle of nerves at her center. She licked her lips and moaned. “That’s a good sign.” He lowered her until she rested on the mattress in front of him again, then ran his nose along her jaw and down her neck, placing a kiss between her breasts. “You smell like Maiara.”

      “What does Maiara smell like?” She laughed.

      “Like fresh air, pine trees, birch bark.” She stopped laughing and inhaled his smoky scent as he flicked his tongue under her nipple. He kneaded her breasts, toying with the hard nubs at their tips, then trailing his fingers feather soft across her torso and down to her hips. “You feel like Maiara.”

      Her back arched against his caress, and her knees drifted farther apart. His lips brushed along her inner thigh. “Alexander, you tease me.” She sighed.

      “That sounds like Maiara. Let’s see if you pass the taste test.” His hot breath drifted lower, warming the delicate flesh between her legs. And then his tongue darted up her center and circled her most sensitive flesh. He remembered exactly how to touch her and she moaned, raising her hips and begging for more.

      Alexander did not disappoint. She watched his wings work above her as he nibbled and sucked until her entire body felt like a single raw nerve. The jewels beside her glowed brighter, the light dancing like stars above her. With the touch of his fingers, she was floating among those stars, careening into the light like she was one with the sun itself.

      “Oh yes, you taste like Maiara,” he whispered. He slid over her, entering her just as she was coming down from her flight. The pressure made the lightning inside her strike again. He rolled her over until she was on top of him, riding him toward the moon once more. Wild and free, she was back in her skin, his heat warming her, sweat breaking out across her chest.

      Finally she felt him buck under her. With his head tipped back, she thought her heart might burst from the sight of him letting go. She’d never known a man more worthy of her love. Lightning struck again inside her, and she gave herself over to the blinding light, folding herself against him. Heart-to-heart, face-to-face.

      He wrapped his wings around her and stroked her hair down the length of her back. “In my professional opinion, this is your true body. You are Maiara. My Maiara.” He kissed her on the temple.

      Limbs still tangled, she had to agree. She finally felt like herself again. Which made her realize something. For over three hundred years, Alexander had remained true to her.

      “How long would you have waited for me, Alexander?”

      “Until death grew tired of me and either took me in or gave you up.”

      Just as she thought.
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      After a long night of complex magic, Aborella arrived at Shaman’s Cave and regarded the rocky red landscape. She longed to rest, longed for home, but now was not the time. The heirs were close. She could feel it. The empress would reward her perseverance.

      She’d used the enchanted orb to trail Avery almost all the way here until the pulse of magic was cut off abruptly. All was not lost, however. There was another trail, a weaker trail. It took her time and energy to sort it like a single thread from a twist of yarn, but she’d done it.

      It all came down to common sense. Alexander, like all dragons, would be drawn to a mountain cave, high enough to be safe from human trespassers and in a place like this where the natural energy made her skin tingle. She’d been Eleanor’s seer for long enough to understand the predilections of her kind.

      As the sun edged over the horizon, she flew in the direction her instinct and the faint scent of dragon encouraged her to go. Fairies couldn’t make themselves invisible, but they were experts at illusion. She camouflaged herself to match the natural surroundings. Not that she cared if a human saw her. With any luck, she wouldn’t be in this realm long enough to suffer the consequences. Escaping notice would save her time and energy though, and she was already drained from her work to get there.

      A tingle passed along her neck. She was close. Very close. She inhaled deeply and caught the scent of smoke and silver. A dragon’s treasure trove. She landed in front of a tall mesa and stared up the red rock. It was there, somewhere, concealed. What she needed was the help of a human.

      “Avery,” she sang toward the rock, not in her own voice but in Avery’s father’s. Although she’d pumped the girl full of milkwood root and persuasive enchantments, Avery had been painfully resistant to both. If magic wouldn’t work, she’d have to use illusion. “Avery. Aaaavery.”

      A rock skipped down the side of the cliff. That’s it. Take the bait, girl. A little closer.

      Aborella raced toward the face that peeked over the edge of a lip in the side of the mountain. Avery’s black hair floated on the morning breeze, her bare toes curled over the rocky crag. She was shocked when Avery sensed her presence. Impossibly, despite her camouflage, Avery looked right at her. The woman’s eyes grew wide and she turned, running toward the side of the mountain.

      “Stop!” Aborella commanded, but her hold over the woman failed again, leaving her only one option. A curse flew from Aborella’s fingertips like a lit match and buried itself in the back of Avery’s head, a worm in an apple, just before Avery disappeared. A smile spread the fairy’s lips.

      “Found you. Time to come out and play.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Maiara woke to the sound of a scream. She rolled from the bed and landed on her feet, pulling on the clothes she’d worn the night before at record speed. But when she reached for the door, Alexander’s hand landed on hers. He brought a finger to his lips.

      Wings spread, he leaned his ear against the door.

      “Help!” Avery cried, in a strangled, muffled voice that sent a chill through Maiara.

      Alexander opened the door and they both rushed into the main room. Avery lay on the floor in front of his protective ward, holding her head. Tobias was already there, examining her.

      “What’s going on?” Alexander asked.

      “Aborella,” Avery whimpered.

      Tobias pointed at the entrance to the cave. At first he couldn’t see what Tobias did, but then the fairy-shaped outline against the sky became more evident.

      “Aborella, show yourself!” he demanded.

      Her illusion melted away. Like something out of his worst nightmares, the dark purple fairy loomed outside the barrier, her pointed teeth filling an exaggerated grin.

      Maiara’s heart flooded with rage as she looked upon the fairy. This was the demon responsible for the wendigo, the one she’d vowed to kill. Alexander’s wings extended and his talons sprouted from his knuckles.

      All that rage needed somewhere to go. Maiara raced to the block of knives on the kitchen counter, drew the largest one, and threw. There was a gasp as the sharp steel coasted over Avery’s head, past Tobias’s cheek and lodged in Aborella’s gut. A buzzing had started in her head that sounded like a swarm of bees but could have been the voices of all those who had died by the fairy’s hand, calling to her from the Land of Lost Souls.

      The block was in her hands. She hurled one blade after another, her limbs moving at a speed she’d never thought possible. Each landed in the fairy, who cursed and flailed, backing toward the edge. But when the block was empty and Maiara cast it aside, the fairy stood taller and pulled the largest one from her bleeding purple gut.

      “You know better.” Aborella launched the knife back at Maiara, who ducked, only to see the blade dissolve in the wards at the cave entrance.

      “Steel can’t hurt her,” Alexander said.

      “What can?”

      “Holy Hades. She’s found us.” Gabriel arrived behind them, still rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

      “My head!” Avery pressed the heels of her palms against her temples. Raven emerged from the second bedroom with the egg in her arms and whispered to Tobias, who was desperately trying to soothe her sister.

      “What kills fairies?” Maiara asked louder.

      Gabriel answered in a whisper. “The books say iron, but I have never tested the theory.”

      “Careful, brother,” Alexander murmured. “She can’t see us or reach us, but she can hear us.”

      Maiara searched the cave for something—anything—made of iron. Her eyes fell on the fireplace poker. Was it iron? It looked as if it was.

      Avery’s screams echoed through the cave.

      “Tobias, what’s wrong with her?” Raven asked.

      “She’s crushing me. She’s hurting me!” Blood fell in fat drops from her nose and splattered on the stone.

      “Tobias?” Raven asked.

      “I don’t know,” Tobias said. “This isn’t medical, it’s—”

      “Please, oh God, please make it stop,” Avery begged. Blood was flowing from her ears now.

      Maiara placed her hands on Avery’s head and reached out with her Midew powers. “This is dark magic.”

      Gabriel stepped to the barrier and positioned himself across from Aborella. “Release her, or I will tear your heart from your chest, you filthy, scum-sucking insect.”

      Aborella’s wings flapped as rapidly as a hummingbird’s, and she rose until she was hovering above him. “Invite me inside and we can talk about it.”

      “The only invitation you’ll get from me is to hell, you evil parasite.”

      “Oh, Gabriel, you always did have a way of buttering me up with your sweet words. How I’ve missed our witty banter. But save your breath. When I return you to your mother’s side, you’ll need it.”

      Avery fell forward onto her belly, howling in a pool of her own blood.

      “The mind is a terrible thing to waste, don’t you think?” Aborella seethed. “If you don’t give me what I want, my curse will crush Avery’s skull. You know I can do it.” She landed and paced outside the barrier. “Invite me in or prepare to watch her head explode.”

      Avery screamed again and kept screaming, drawing everyone’s attention to her. Everyone but Maiara, whose gaze stayed locked on Aborella. The fairy stared straight at Avery, despite the barrier. She wasn’t blinking.

      Maiara could stand no more. She drew the poker from the rack as if it were a sword. With a warrior’s cry, she bolted toward the mouth of the cave, sprang off Alexander’s chair, and launched herself into the air and through the wards. Shock filled Aborella’s eyes as Maiara descended from above and drove the iron straight through the fairy’s heart. Both of them toppled over the side of the cliff.
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      People often said their life flashed before their eyes in extreme circumstances. For Raven, nothing flashed. On the contrary, time seemed to slow and show her the world in a series of snapshots.

      Maiara leaped into the air in a feat of athleticism that shocked Raven, passed through the magical wards, and landed a blow to Aborella’s heart with an iron poker that Raven hadn’t even realized the healer was holding.

      Aborella shuffled backward under the weight of the tiny but fierce woman who drove the iron through up to her fists. Raven cried out in horror as both Maiara and Aborella toppled over the side of the cliff.

      Before Raven could even think of a levitation spell, Alexander was over the edge, folding his wings and diving out of sight. She held her breath. Seconds ticked by. And then a cheer broke her lips when Alexander shot into the sky with Maiara, bloody iron still gripped in her clutches, in his arms.

      Avery started coughing like she had something caught in her throat. “Avery?” Raven searched her brain for a spell that would counter the curse, but without knowing specifically which curse Aborella had used, she wasn’t sure how to help her sister.

      With a gut-wrenching heave, a spark flew from Avery’s mouth.

      “Raven!” Tobias exclaimed.

      “Excindo!” Raven stomped on it. The spark dissipated into dust. She placed a hand on Avery’s shoulder. “Are you okay?”

      Avery’s terrified gaze met hers. The bleeding had abated, but her eyes were wild. “The pain is gone.” She stared at her bloody hands. “Oh God, Raven, what’s happening?”

      Tobias glared at Gabriel. “Are you ready to finish this?”

      Gabriel’s lips peeled back from his teeth. “Now while she’s weak.”

      Raven stepped toward Gabriel, cradling the egg. “Don’t you dare do anything stupid. Your wife and your baby need you.”

      “I wouldn’t think of it.” Gabriel placed a kiss upon her forehead. The two men stripped as they spoke, scales already shingling up their arms.

      “If something happens to me, tell Sabrina I love her,” Tobias said.

      Raven prayed to every god she’d ever believed in that she wouldn’t need to make that call.

      The wet crack of bones accompanied a brief, deep slurping like drawing slime through a straw and then the snap of an overstretched rubber band. Gabriel’s black dragon, tinged in green with a vicious-looking barb on his tail followed Tobias’s silver-blue one out the mouth of the cave.

      “Be careful,” Raven pleaded. A moment later they’d joined Maiara and Alexander in the fray.

      Beyond the wards, the three dragons tumbled through the air with Aborella in a flurry of talons, wings, and crackling magic. The iron hadn’t slowed her down. Black lightning flew from Aborella’s hand and knocked Tobias out of the sky. Raven frowned. Aborella was too strong. Too powerful.

      Turning back toward Avery, Raven shook her sister by her shoulder. Avery’s terrified, tear-filled gaze locked on hers. “Listen to me. I promise you that after this is over, you can crumble. You can cry all day, eat ice cream until you puke, and watch Netflix until your eyes bleed. But right now I need to see the Avery Tanglewood who was strong enough to stare into the face of my cancer and still show up every day. I need the Avery who kept Mom alive when Dad left her.”

      Avery stopped crying. It was like she’d flipped a switch. Her blue eyes turned cold and hard as ice. Her voice was even when she said, “What do you need me to do?”

      “I’m going to need you to babysit.”
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      Crossing to the fireplace, Raven heaped wood inside in the shape of a cradle and placed the egg within it. With a snap of her fingers and a whispered incantation, she ignited the logs. Flames enveloped her precious child, and she watched the shell glow bright within its heat.

      “What do you want me to do?” Avery had washed the blood from her face and looked ready for anything.

      Raven kissed her on the cheek. “Keep the fire burning. And…” She handed her the phone from her pocket. “Gabriel’s sister’s name is Rowan Valor. If I’m not back in twenty minutes, call her and tell her we need her help.”

      She nodded. “I love you, Raven. Whatever you’re going to do, please be careful.”

      Raven pulled her into a hug. “I will.”

      She left her sister’s side and walked through the wards to the lip of the cave. Below her was a scene that didn’t look real. Aborella’s dark purple form stood among the desert brush, looking like a flower among the red soil and green foliage. Her fingers crackled with dark energy. She didn’t have a weapon. She didn’t need one.

      Two dragons circled above her. The emerald heart of Gabriel blazed across the sky from Tobias’s sapphire one. They’d become a yin and yang, spiraling dark and light, the fire in their lungs building. On the ground, Alexander, turquoise with scales lined in bronze, prowled toward her, Maiara straddling his back with the fireplace iron in her fist. The two were closing in.

      One of Aborella’s purple hands weaseled into a bag on her hip and removed a glowing blue marble. Another orb, slightly bigger than the one that had been around her sister’s neck. A Paragonian grenade! Raven had intimate experience with the weapon. Scoria had used one on her in Chicago. If Aborella cracked it open, the magic inside would cripple the nervous system of anything it touched. All their muscles would seize until they couldn’t even draw breath.

      “Not on my watch,” she whispered. Calling on a spell she’d absorbed in New Orleans, she spread her arms wide and recited the incantation. “Turbinis vasti scorpum compriment. Turbinis vasti scorpium compriment.” The words tumbled from her lips in rapid succession.

      The clicking came from far and wide, winds sweeping toward her, carrying hundreds of scorpions to the base of the mesa. Bringing her hands together quickly, she gathered them all into a whirlwind of death, her arms shaking from the effort. Forming a triangle with her thumb and forefingers, she made sure the tornado had the size and strength to reach her target. Thrusting forward with all the physical and mental strength she could muster, she pushed the spell toward Aborella.

      The dusty cyclone sped across the desert and rammed into Aborella just as she attempted to drop the grenade. But the orb was caught by the wind as the scorpions attacked. The fairy howled and swatted as hundreds of claws and stingers dug into her flesh.

      Raven twisted her shoulders and teleported to the scene below just as the whirlwind died. She caught the grenade in her hand before it could reach the ground. Aborella seethed, tearing the scorpions off her flesh and crushing them in her fists.

      “You fucking witch. I’ll fry you until your eyes pop out of your skull.” Aborella raised her hands and blasted black lightning from her fingers.

      “Cogitatio!” Raven crossed her arms before the lightning hit her, the reflection spell forming a shield around her body. Raven smelled the ends of her hair burning as it blew beyond the shield’s boundaries, but it worked. Aborella flew back as her own lightning plowed into her.

      Panting, Raven dropped the shield. Gabriel landed behind her, Tobias to her right. Alexander closed in. The great turquoise dragon snapped and tore Aborella in two, throwing her head and arms in one direction with the flick of his massive head and letting her legs fall where she’d stood, her purple blood soaking into the earth.

      Maiara raised the bloody iron poker into the air and whooped a warrior’s howl that seemed too loud and deep to come from her small-statured frame. But Alexander’s dragon began to cough, then spit bursts of fire, then trembled from head to tail.

      “Maiara, get down. There’s something wrong.” Raven gestured to her. The dark-haired woman leaped from her seat, landing in a squat.

      Alexander’s dragon heaved once more. Purple poison sprayed between his razor-sharp teeth while his body seized and shook. The two women watched in horror as he transformed into his human form and curled on his side, shivering.

      “Alexander!” Maiara rushed to him. “He’s sick. Her blood is poison. Help me move him.”

      Raven took his legs and helped Maiara carry him to the base of a nearby tree, away from the blood. “Do you have your amulet?”

      “Always. It is the Midew way.” She pulled it from a pouch at her waist and put it around Alexander’s neck.

      Raven turned back toward Aborella and the two dragons who were watching the fairy’s remains warily. She didn’t blame them for being cautious. After seeing what Aborella’s blood had done to Alexander, she didn’t want Gabriel anywhere near it.

      Like something out of her worst nightmares, Aborella’s head rose off the stone, and her arms and wings moved. Raven’s stomach clenched. The land around Aborella was dying. Every plant turned brown and curled in on itself. Even the nearby trees and bushes succumbed to the blight. It spread like a dark brown plague from her remains outward. She was draining the life, feeding herself. Raven’s stomach turned. It looked like… yes, her legs were moving toward her torso, as did the purple innards Alexander had purged.

      “She’s pulling herself back together,” Raven said. “She’s draining the life around her and using the power to heal herself. I have to stop her.”

      “Why don’t they burn her?” Maiara asked, her eyes darting toward the dragons.

      Alexander’s eyes fluttered. “She’s immune to dragon fire. A gift from my mother.”

      Raven frowned. “I have to drain her. I did it before when I was in Paragon. If I can touch her, she can be killed.”

      “Hurry,” Maiara said. “Before she becomes whole again.”

      Raven agreed. With a twist of her shoulders, she teleported to Aborella’s side. The fairy’s legs had reached her torso, and purple ribbons of magic were winding between the two halves, rejoining them. Raven reached out and grabbed Aborella’s upper arm, feeling her fruity magic absorb through her fingers. Her purple skin faded to lavender.

      “You should know, witch, to never underestimate a full-grown fairy.” Aborella had used her free hand to reach into her bag and produce a glowing blue disk. Gabriel roared from behind her, and Raven reached for the weapon whose function she did not know. But it was too late. Aborella hurled the disk to the ground between her, Gabriel, and Tobias.

      A net of purple lightning wrapped around them, and the world started to spin. Raven felt her reality rip like a delicate piece of tissue paper. She was a marble tipped from a cup.

      The next moment, her legs collapsed and her elbows slapped a polished obsidian floor. All the wind squeezed from her lungs. She drew air in tiny sips and had to fight to lift her head. Gabriel was there. He blinked rapidly in the dim light, then crawled to her. Together, they helped each other up. A polished black floor. Roughhewn walls. Aborella was gone. Where the hell were they?

      “Fucking fairy,” a voice rasped behind her.

      “Tobias!” Raven ran to him. He was in his human form as well. Together, she and Gabriel helped him to his feet.

      “Are we where I think we are?” Tobias asked.

      Raven took a good look around. There was only one door and it was barred.

      Gabriel placed his hands gently on her shoulders. “We’re in the dungeons of Paragon.”
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      It took all her will and power for Maiara to drag Alexander out of the tree. He was naked from shifting, as was she—her clothing was shredded from entering the tree without undressing—and the sun beat down upon their exposed skin. Underneath her, the rocks dug into her knees as she gathered his head in her lap.

      When she’d watched Aborella pull the disk from her pocket, she felt like she was in the woods again, running from the wendigo, her hand in her father’s. The function of the object was a mystery to her, but Aborella’s nature wasn’t. The fairy was evil and the disk had to be dangerous. She saw her escape, but this time she refused to leave the one she loved behind. Despite the promise she’d made to Alexander the night before, she wasn’t willing to live without him.

      It had been centuries since she’d used her magic and even then, she’d had more consistent results with oak trees than any other type. But her power had grown since then. She’d felt it inside her, swelling like a frog’s throat. She’d prayed to the Great Spirit, wrapped her arms around Alexander, and willed them both into the trunk of the strange desert tree beside them.

      Getting him inside the bark with her was only the beginning. She’d held him there as long as she dared, as the strange purple net captured his siblings and fell ineffectually around them. Could he breathe through the branches the way she could? By the gasping breaths he took now, she assumed she’d been right not to wait a moment longer before coming out.

      “They are gone,” she said. “Aborella took them.”

      Alexander clambered onto his knees, still drawing deep breaths into his lungs. “We were inside the tree?”

      “Yes. I hid you.”

      He cradled her face and landed a kiss on her lips. “By the Mountain, Maiara, you are the bravest woman I’ve ever known.” She took the compliment with a soft smile and a raised chin. “Did you see what happened to my brothers and Raven?”

      She explained about the device Aborella had used.

      “That’s a Paragonian immurcador. It’s like a net of pure energy.” He cursed. Overhead, he saw Rowan fly by with Nick in her arms and land on the lip of the cave. “Someone called my sister. Good, we’re going to need her.” He stood and held his hand out to her. Maiara allowed him to sweep her into his arms.
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      Rowan waited with Nick outside the barrier, her heart racing. “Oh, thank the goddess! Alexander, Maiara, what’s going on? Where’s Raven? She texted that it was an emergency.”

      “Come inside and we’ll explain.” Alexander waved his hand and let her through the ward where Avery was waiting for them, Raven’s phone in her hand.

      “I texted you,” Avery said. Rowan hadn’t seen the woman since Raven’s wedding, but there was no forgetting Raven’s sister. They looked remarkably alike. “Raven told me to. I didn’t know what else to do.” She stared out at the place where Aborella and her sister had once been as if she could will them back there.

      Rowan watched Alexander sweep Maiara into his room, noticing they were both naked. Alexander’s lack of dress, she could explain. Maiara’s was a mystery. Beside her, Nick looked as agitated as she felt.

      She focused on Avery. “Tell me what happened to my brothers and Raven.”

      “They’re gone. That purple… fairy thing used some sort of disk. There was a… net of magic.” Avery shook her head. “One second they were there, the next they were gone.”

      “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck!” Rowan grabbed her head. “That’s an immurcador. She’s got them. They’re probably in the dungeons of Paragon by now.”

      Avery’s face paled to the point it was almost gray.

      “Avery, I think you should sit down.” Rowan helped her to the couch. “I know this is a lot, but stay strong. We’ll figure out what to do.” She had no idea what they would do, but she didn’t need the added trouble of Avery hitting her head when she passed out.

      “It’s just…” Avery rubbed her palms on her thighs, her gaze locked on the fireplace.

      Slowly Rowan turned her head. There, nestled among the logs, a dragon egg glowed and pulsed within the flames.

      “Is that Raven’s?” Rowan’s voice held a note of panic. Maiara and Alexander, now dressed, arrived by her side and stared into the fireplace, similarly horrified.

      “Yes. That’s my niece or nephew.” Avery blew out a heavy breath. “In a shell… in the flames. She told me to keep the fire going.”

      “Fuck.” Rowan’s knees gave out and she landed on the sofa on the other side of Avery.

      “Fuck,” Avery repeated.

      “What does this word fuck mean?” Maiara asked. She and Alexander seemed to be holding each other up.

      “It means this is terrible,” Rowan explained. “We’re in an unpleasant situation where life has wronged us.”

      Maiara nodded. “Fuck.”

      “Rowan, what do we do?” Alexander asked, slumping in the chair next to the fire and pulling Maiara into his lap.

      “Why are you asking me?” Rowan snapped. “I don’t know anything about dragon eggs!”

      “You’re a girl and you were going to be queen,” Alexander protested. “Didn’t anyone teach you anything about raising whelps?”

      Rowan rolled her eyes. Typical male. “Yes.” She tapped her foot in annoyance.

      “Well?”

      “All we need to do is find a volcano and leave the egg at its heart, and it will hatch in six months,” she said, layering on the sarcasm. “Oh wait, that doesn’t apply to this situation at all because this thing is half witch and we don’t have a volcano!” Rowan crossed her arms over her chest and glared at him. “There. That’s the extent of my knowledge.”

      “How are we supposed to care for that thing until we find Raven and the others?” Avery’s voice rose in pitch, infused with panic and anxiety. “I told her I’d keep the fire going while she helped fight the battle. I didn’t know she wouldn’t be coming back.”

      “Fuck!” Maiara said again.

      Alexander raised an eyebrow at his mate.

      “Did I use it incorrectly?”

      He shook his head. “Oh no. This is exactly the type of situation that warrants that particular word.” His eyes drifted back toward the pearl among the flames.

      “How do we get them back?” Avery asked. “Is there even a way to go to Paragon?”

      Rowan’s mouth worked uselessly until she found her voice. “Technically, yes. Either Alexander or I can open a portal using our rings. But…”

      “But what?” Avery spread her hands, completely exasperated. “We need to get my sister back so she can be with her baby.”

      Alexander shook his head. “It would be a suicide mission. Aborella works for the empress. The palace is protected by an army of dragons. It would take more power than all of us have together to get them out, even under perfect circumstances.”

      “Then what do we do? We can’t just leave them there. From what Gabriel told me, they would be political prisoners. Will they be tortured? Killed? What about the egg?” Avery leaned forward and rested her head in her hands.

      “It doesn’t help if we’re all killed too,” Rowan said softly. “Action is needed, certainly, but we have to be smart about it.”

      Tears gathered in Avery’s eyes. “I feel like this is my fault. Aborella used me to get to you.”

      Rowan rubbed Avery’s back with her hand. “Aborella has worked for our mother for centuries. She’s an extremely powerful and wicked fairy. Believe me, there was nothing you could do.”

      Nick massaged Rowan’s shoulders from behind the couch. “As the other human here, I concur. You can’t blame yourself, Avery.”

      “Guilt isn’t going to bring our family back,” Alexander said.

      Nick’s hands paused on her shoulders. “No. It won’t. Only one thing will.”

      Rowan turned her head to look at him. “Nick?”

      “An army. We need an army. When I wanted you back from the vampires, Rowan, I found your brothers, and they helped me bust you out. I’m going out on a limb here and saying that the way to get Gabriel, Raven, and Tobias home is to find your other siblings. They know the palace, just like you do. If we work together—”

      “We haven’t seen them in hundreds of years, Nick. I wouldn’t even know where to start looking.” Rowan threw up her hands.

      Alexander agreed. “Not a clue where they could be.”

      Nick squinted at Rowan. “What if we use Harriet?”

      “Who’s Harriet?” Avery asked.

      “My best friend,” said Rowan. “She’s psychic, but her powers do have limitations.” Still, Rowan was sure Harriet could help them, perhaps not with an exact location, but she could get them close.

      Nick tipped his head. “She’s done a bang-up job finding things in the past, and Tobias’s mate Sabrina seems awful good at making things happen. If all else fails, you’re mated to a detective.” He winked at Rowan over a crooked grin. “I have resources. If Harriet and Sabrina get us close, given a description, I might be able to track them down.”

      Alexander rubbed his hands together. “It could work.”

      Rowan sighed. “Before we go any further, we need to tell Sabrina what’s going on. She deserves to know her mate has been kidnapped.”

      Avery blinked. “Can you also ask her if she knows what to do with that?” She pointed back at the fireplace.

      The room plunged into silence. Rowan frowned. She’d almost forgotten about the egg as they’d discussed their plans to get Raven back. “It needs to stay hot,” she said. “Someone needs to make sure it stays hot.”

      Everyone in the room stared at her. She stood from the couch and approached the fire. Squatting down, she watched the pulsing blue beat of the baby’s heart. “Gabriel, you are so going to owe me for this until the day you die.”

      The silhouette shifted, and a tiny hand pressed against the inside of the shell. She could see it clearly through the smooth ribbon of white that wrapped around the otherwise bumpy exterior. Five fingers like a human hand. A living hand.

      Nick appeared beside her. “Just until we can get Raven and Gabriel back, right? How hard could it be?”

      She looked up at him and shrugged. “I have no idea.”

      She reached into the flames to get a better look, but she’d barely gathered the young one into her arms before purple lightning sparked across the shell. “Ah!” The shock ran through her, and the egg flew from her hands despite her best efforts.

      Avery dove forward, catching the giant pearl an inch from the floor.

      Maiara stood. “That happened before, when we delivered the egg. Tobias said it was the witch blood. Only Raven was able to touch it.”

      Rowan stared at Avery, who was having no problem handling her sister’s young.

      “Gabriel was right, the shell is cool to the touch, despite being in the flames.” The wonder in her voice was palpable.

      “Completely fireproof,” Rowan said. “It won’t retain the heat. That’s why you have to keep it warm.”

      Avery smiled at the egg, cradling it gently in her arms. “I must look enough like Raven. Or maybe it’s because we share the same blood. This little guy isn’t afraid of me.” She placed her hand over the silhouette of fingers inside the shell. “I’m your Aunt Avery. I’m going to take care of you.”

      Rowan threaded her fingers with Nick’s and moved closer. “Avery?”

      Avery lifted her face and smiled. “I’ll do it. I’ll care for my niece or nephew. I owe it to my sister. I promised her.”

      No one uttered a single word of protest.
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      “A private jet. By the Mountain, being head of a vampire coven does have its advantages.” Alexander climbed the stairs and boarded the shiny black Cessna behind Maiara. Rowan, Nick, and Avery were already on board.

      “It’s a loaner,” Rowan said, slamming the door on an overhead bin. “Sabrina said the owner owed her a favor.”

      “Who’s the owner?” Alexander helped Maiara find a place for her bag and showed her how to buckle in. He could tell she was nervous. It was her first time on an airplane, and if there was one thing she wasn’t comfortable with yet about 2018, it was the technology.

      “She told me it was better if I didn’t know.” Rowan shrugged.

      Alexander moved past Avery, who was carefully stowing the egg under her seat. The portable incubator that housed her niece or nephew was Nick’s brainchild. He’d read about an inventor who had patented one to use in third-world countries and created his own version. It was basically a dog crate lined with an electric blanket and powered by a battery pack.

      “Hey, it fits,” Nick said from his seat beside Rowan.

      “Simple but ingenious,” she said.

      Alexander turned his full attention on his mate. Maiara shifted in her seat beside him and tightened her seat belt.

      “You say we will fly in this?”

      He threaded his fingers into hers. “People do it all the time now. You must have seen airplanes before while you were inside Nikan.”

      “From a distance.”

      “But you saw them fly, so you know it’s possible.” Alexander kissed her temple. “I wouldn’t think someone who had lived as a bird would be afraid to fly.”

      Maiara’s brow furrowed. “It’s different when they are your own wings.”

      “Now you’ll have to trust in mine.” Alexander gestured toward his back and the wings she knew were there. He’d never let her fall, and in her heart he was sure she realized that.

      Still, she squinted skeptically out the window at the wing.

      “So, where exactly are we off to?” Avery asked.

      Rowan answered. “Oxford. There’s a professor of history there who specializes in myth and folklore and agreed to assess a seventeenth-century manuscript my gallery recently acquired. It seems he has a special interest in dragons. Harriet thought he’d be a good place to start.”

      “As good as any,” Maiara said. Her palm was sweaty inside his own.

      “You know,” Alexander said to her, “you dove off a cliff with a homicidal fairy and didn’t even blink.”

      “Yes. That is true.”

      “But this scares you.”

      “It is very heavy, and I don’t understand how the wings work.” The corners of her mouth sagged.

      He was distracted when the pilot, a sophisticated woman in a blue uniform, exited the cockpit, raised the stairs, and sealed the door. She wore her dark hair coiled at the back of her head, and she faced away from them, but Alexander thought there was something acutely familiar about her. He couldn’t quite place where he’d seen her before, and he narrowed his eyes, willing her to turn around.

      Finally his wish was granted. She finished with the stairs and approached them, a bright, practiced smile spreading her lips. Alexander started. She was stunning, with skin that seemed lit from within and eyes the color of molten gold. Those had to be contacts. No one had eyes that color. It was like looking into the face of the sun itself. Alexander darted a glance at Rowan, who widened her eyes and shrugged.

      “You’ll have to excuse the lack of service on this flight. Your host made it clear that the confidentiality of your travels requires we limit your crew to pilot and copilot. Please help yourself to the snacks and drinks at the back of the plane if you need anything,” the pilot said, then turned and looked directly at Avery.

      Alexander’s breath hitched. That was where he’d seen her before. Aside from the gold eyes and the general glow, the pilot resembled Raven and Avery. Not exactly, but in the way of a distant relative. “Do you need anything?”

      Avery swallowed. “No. I’m fine.”

      “Very well. I’m Captain Dawn. We should have you in London in approximately twelve hours with one stop to refuel along the way.”

      She turned toward Maiara, who was still gripping Alexander’s hand for dear life.

      “I promise you,” Captain Dawn said. “You are in good hands. I’ll take you exactly where you need to be.”

      The pilot turned and retreated to the cockpit. The engine roared to life.

      Moments later, the plane barreled down the runway and lifted into the star-filled Arizona sky. Once the plane leveled out, Maiara’s grip loosened. “Better?” Alexander asked.

      She raised her chin. “The pilot lied.”

      “About what?”

      “She said she would take me where I need to be. I am already where I need to be.” Maiara kissed him tenderly and leaned her head against his shoulder.

      He wrapped an arm around her, beyond grateful for whatever life would bring now that they were together. “I couldn’t agree more.”
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      I hope you’ve enjoyed THE DRAGON OF SEDONA. While Raven, Gabriel, and Tobias remain imprisoned in Paragon, the others are on their way to London to look for their missing siblings. Only Nathaniel doesn’t want to be found, not by them or his ex-lover, an American pop star named Clarissa who needs his help solving a sudden problem with her voice. Turn the page to read THE DRAGON OF CECIL COURT.
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      Aborella woke in her chambers, feeling like she’d been torn apart and pieced back together, and of course she had. That damned dragon, Alexander, had bitten her in two and left her to die. Only by siphoning the life force of the plants around her had she managed to magically repair herself. But then that witch Raven had further drained her power, almost to the point of death.

      She curled onto her side and closed her eyes. At least she’d had the last laugh. Raven, Gabriel, and Tobias were now imprisoned in the dungeons of Paragon. They’d be punished for their insurrection. She would not be surprised if Eleanor, Empress of Paragon, ordered their beheading this very day. She’d avenge Aborella. Oh, how she’d enjoy watching the witch die. The brothers too, but the witch most of all.

      She opened her silver eyes and smiled against the sheets. The usually dark purple skin of her hand was a gray shade of lavender. Still not fully healed then. What she needed now was rest and time in the forest to rejuvenate. After the sacrifices she’d made for the kingdom, she’d likely be lauded a hero and given all the time away she needed.

      The heavy iron door to her bedroom swung open without the benefit of a knock. Eleanor strode in, her black gown swooshing with her steps. “Aborella, thank the Mountain you’re awake.”

      “Good morn, Your Highness,” the fairy said softly, pushing herself higher on the pillows and bowing her head in lieu of a curtsy. All of her muscles ached, and fatigue gripped her at the slightest effort. “I trust you’ve had a moment to speak with the Guard about the security of our new prisoners?”

      “Yes, about that…”

      Aborella waited patiently for the praise due her. She’d almost died bringing Raven, Gabriel, and Tobias back to Paragon, quite a feat considering the power the witch, Raven, wielded. She expected Eleanor would want to reward her in some way, and certainly her hungry belly felt overdue for a banquet in her honor.

      But the empress’s mouth bent into a scowl. “You left the egg behind.”

      An uncomfortable prickle ran along the underside of her skin at the sight of Eleanor’s tightly drawn lips.

      “It couldn’t be avoided,” Aborella said. “Raven’s powers are immeasurable. Had I waited to return until I had the egg, she would have killed me.”

      “Then perhaps you should have died.” Eleanor narrowed her eyes.

      Aborella frowned and reached for the silver robe that hung on her bedpost. “If I had died, none of the heirs would be in your dungeon, least of all the eldest and the witch.”

      Eleanor let out a huff. “Yes, well, be that as it may, I am pleased that you’ve returned in one piece. There is much more work to do.”

      The silver robe dragged on the floor as Aborella painfully hobbled to the bar cart the servants had left in her chambers and poured herself a glass of water from the pitcher. It was flavored with bullhorn root. The refreshing, spicy beverage tingled in her throat and temporarily revived her. The effect was not unlike human coffee, although even more temporary for a fairy.

      “What are your plans for the prisoners?” Aborella asked. “Will you use them as bait to draw out the others?”

      “Yes, most certainly, but I have greater plans for Gabriel. Ransom has captured the leader of the resistance. He resides in the dungeon even now.”

      “Who? Who is it?”

      Eleanor coupled her hands in front of her hips. “I cannot tell you. For now his identity is secret, for good reason. Suffice it to say, we have our work cut out for us to squelch the rumblings he’s started among our citizens.”

      “What sort of rumblings?” Aborella’s eyes narrowed. She’d not seen this in her visions.

      “Some of the people do not believe that Brynhoff’s actions against my children were justified. They refuse to see the evidence of their traitorous intent or accept that Marius’s rule would have driven Paragon to ruin. The rebels say that Brynhoff and I have no claim to the throne and that the longer we’re here, the more severe the goddess’s wrath. Can you believe such nonsense?”

      Of course Aborella could believe it. Both of them knew that Eleanor had eliminated her children for precisely the goal of securing the throne for herself. But that didn’t mean it wasn’t the right thing to do. Eleanor and Brynhoff understood what Paragon needed, that a common and supreme ruler was necessary to keep control over the five kingdoms. At the moment, the kingdoms were only loosely united by a mutually-agreed-upon pact that had been in place for centuries. As a result of that pact, Paragon held a precarious position as the leader of the five cooperative but independent kingdoms. But if Eleanor had her way, she would become the supreme ruler of all, conquer the other kingdoms, and make them her subjects. The unification of their world would improve life for every Paragonian and most of the other kingdoms as well… if they cooperated.

      Aborella longed to see that day. All those fairies in the kingdom of Everfield who had taunted her and tortured her for being different would fall to their knees when Eleanor succeeded. And when that happened, it would be Aborella by her side. She’d rain hellfire down on anyone who’d ever been against her.

      “They are jealous of your leadership, Empress. If you have a list of names, the right potion might change their minds, or ruin them if necessary,” Aborella said of the gossipers.

      “No. The true identities of the rebels have been well hidden. What I wish to do is control Gabriel. If my eldest son comes to my defense, admits his wrongdoing, and agrees to rule at my side, it will put all the rumblings to rest.”

      “Hmmm.” Aborella rubbed her chin. “Controlling Gabriel won’t be easy.”

      “You sound unsure of your abilities.” A muscle in Eleanor’s angular jaw tensed.

      “My influence does not work on dragons, Empress, as you well know. There are complex spells I can try, but their ongoing effectiveness can’t be guaranteed. Your kind are powerful magical creatures after all.”

      “What if the two of us combine forces and work together on a spell?”

      “Maybe. I need time to recover and research the possibilities.”

      “How long?”

      “For a spell as complicated as dragon compulsion? At least a week.”

      Eleanor grunted in disappointment and paced the room, her hands curling into fists.

      “And then there is the matter of Raven,” Aborella said.

      “What about her?”

      “She is an extremely powerful witch. She has likely already covered Gabriel in protective enchantments. I will never be confident he is truly under our compulsion as long as she’s alive.”

      The empress tilted her chin up. “It would be foolish to execute her. We might need her. If you truly can’t compel Gabriel magically, we will have to use her to force his compliance. Not to mention she may prove useful when it comes to the others. Her power is inconvenient though. Every moment she remains in the dungeon, I worry she schemes to kill us all. Power like that can never be trusted.”

      A vision ignited inside Aborella’s head, like a ray of light shining directly into her eyes. At first it almost knocked her off her feet. But once she interpreted it, the thought spread her mouth into an eager grin. “You’re absolutely right,” she said slowly. “We don’t need to magically compel Gabriel’s cooperation, Empress. All we need to do is incentivize him.”

      Eleanor folded her arms. “And how do you suppose we do that?”

      “By threatening his mate.”

      Eleanor scoffed. “She’s had his tooth and in your own words is a witch of immeasurable power. How exactly do you plan to do that? If we kill her, all we will inspire is his wrath.”

      Aborella poured another glass of water and took a sip. “When I was living with the humans, her father told me she was once an ordinary girl, one who was dying of cancer until she swallowed Gabriel’s tooth. What can be done can be undone.”

      “Don’t waste my time, Aborella. A dragon’s tooth cannot be removed from its host. It would kill her.” Eleanor drummed her fingers in obvious annoyance.

      The fairy gave her wings a good stretch and rolled her neck. “I must use my crystals to know for sure, but I’ve sensed there is another way. The secret is to undo what made her a witch before the tooth enhanced her power. If we can do that, if we can neutralize Raven, then I predict Gabriel will be far more motivated to preserve his vulnerable mate.”

      Slowly, Eleanor’s lips spread into an angular and wicked grin. “I know that twinkle in your eye, Aborella. You sense this is the answer. You’ve seen it, haven’t you?”

      Aborella raised her chin and gave a confident nod.

      The empress’s lips pulled back from her teeth in a tight smile. “Then take your time. We must get this right. The kingdom depends on it.”
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      The good thing about being locked in a dungeon in Paragon without visitors or explanation was that Raven had plenty of time to think. That was the end of her list of good things. The bad things were far more numerous. Many hours had passed since Aborella had captured them and brought them to Paragon, although just how many she couldn’t be sure. There were no windows in the dungeon, and no reliable way to tell the time. Long enough for her to sleep and wake up hungry.

      They’d been offered nothing in that time—not food, not water, not clothing. She was still dressed in the same outfit she’d been wearing in Sedona. Unfortunately, Gabriel and his brother Tobias were completely naked because they’d shifted from their dragon forms moments before being captured. Not that she minded so much about Gabriel, but Tobias’s state of undress was awkward, especially considering the floor and walls were made of reflective, polished obsidian.

      “How are you feeling?” Tobias asked her.

      Last time Raven was in Paragon, she’d become ill to the point of death. At the time, their best theory was that she’d absorbed the realm’s magic and overwhelmed her human body. But the true cause of her illness had been ultimately unknown, and so far, she was in complete control of her magical resources.

      “So far, so good,” she said through cracked lips.

      “Excellent! It would be a shame if you were ill for our beheading.”

      “Tobias!” Gabriel barked.

      “Brother, your mate knows what we are in for. She’s not an idiot. If Mother and Brynhoff meant to keep us alive, we’d have water.”

      He was right. Raven did know. And she was already searching her magical arsenal for how to get them out of this. “I’d like to conjure food and water but the way my spell works, I have to know precisely where what I’m after is and what it looks like. I don’t know anything about Paragon. I’d be casting a net into the void. The only beverage I’ve tried here is Tribiscal wine, and the Silver Sunset must be too far away because I can’t seem to sense the drink when I cast in order to draw it to me. Already tried.”

      Damn, it was hot. At least the brothers were more tolerant of the heat than she was. The dungeon had to be at least ninety degrees. Sweat dripped down her temple.

      “Don’t bother,” Gabriel said. “The obsidian in the walls is enchanted against all forms of magic. Otherwise Tobias and I could melt the door with our dragon fire. Believe me, your magic won’t work here.”

      Raven raised an eyebrow at the challenge. “The walls are enchanted? What about…”

      She tipped her head back and murmured an incantation under her breath. To her relief, it started to snow. “Oh, thank the Mountain,” she said. “There’s moisture in the air.” She caught a snowflake on her tongue and relished the cool feel against her skin.

      “Shhh. Do you hear that?” Tobias said.

      Raven quieted. Footsteps on stone reached her ears. Snapping her fingers, she stopped the snow above her and shoved her brain into gear, sorting through the spells she’d absorbed, practiced, and kept at the ready. Was Aborella finally coming to finish them off?

      The fairy appeared on the other side of the cell door, and Raven had to smile. She looked drained, almost white, and the symbols on her skin had faded to dull scars.

      “You look peaked, Aborella,” Raven said through her teeth. “Maybe you should go lie down.” And die, she added in her head.

      The fairy showed her sharp yellow teeth. “I feel well enough for this.”

      “For what exactly?” Tobias asked, a muscle in his jaw twitching.

      An intimidatingly tall woman dressed in a purple silk gown stepped into view. Raven would never forget her face or the long dark hair that reminded her of her own. Although she appeared thinner now than before, her features sharp, merciless. Empress Eleanor.

      “Hello, Mother,” Gabriel said.

      “My sons, it is so good to see you again.” She sent them each a smile through the bars of the cell door, her thin lips stretching in a way that made her nose look exceptionally pointed. Then she turned a scowl on her. “Raven,” she added by way of greeting. “I’m afraid our family reunion will have to wait until we’ve mitigated an unfortunate unpredictability.”

      Gabriel frowned. “What unpredictability is that exactly?”

      “I’ll need a strand of her hair,” Aborella said, pointing at Raven.

      “You will have no such thing,” Gabriel snarled.

      But the dragon queen swept her hand through the air, her citrine ring glowing gold on her finger.

      Raven felt a tug on the side of her head. “Ow!”

      Before any of them could react, a strand of her hair, root intact, floated through the door and into Aborella’s hands.

      “What are you doing?” Raven ran for the door but was greeted with a repelling force like she’d run into the side of a rubber ball. Not only could she not reach through the bars, she couldn’t even touch them. She hurled every spell in her arsenal toward Aborella, but they all bounced harmlessly back at her.

      Raven watched in horror as Aborella retrieved a second black hair from her pocket and a third, lighter one from an envelope she’d had tucked under her arm. Mumbling something, she began braiding the three together.

      Backing away from the door, Raven clung to Gabriel’s side and whispered in his ear, “Can you understand what she’s saying?”

      “Yes, she’s speaking Paragonian.”

      “Tell me.”

      “Three sisters at last are found, three hairs are braided round, three witches power bound, I tie thee, one, two, three.”

      Aborella bent the braid into a knot.

      “Stop her!” Raven said frantically. She wasn’t sure exactly what Aborella was doing, but she could feel it, like a needle passing under her skin.

      Gabriel rushed the door but bounced back, presumably off the same force that had impeded her. He ended up back at her side, shaking his head. Tobias stood on her right, his eyes betraying his worry. The corners of his mouth sank grimly.

      Aborella paused. “Now your blood, Empress.”

      Eleanor made a tsking sound but pricked her finger with the sharp tip of her thumbnail. “If I must.”

      “There is no other way than dragon magic, Empress.” Aborella pressed the braided knot into the ruby bead that bubbled on Eleanor’s finger, and Raven watched as the blood permeated the strands until each was made red from end to tip. Her blood felt hot in her veins.

      Aborella began to untie the knot. “I break your link, one from another; I break your past, mother from child; I break your power, witch from witch.” With the knot completely untied, she began to unbraid the three strands of hair. “Together no more. Power no more. Three sisters no more.”

      Raven gasped. It felt like she’d been stabbed through the heart with a giant needle, and a thread was being tugged through her flesh. She collapsed to her knees. The three hairs, now unbraided, dropped to the obsidian floor and burned into ash.

      Gabriel rushed to her and gathered her into his arms. “What have you done to her?”

      It was as if Aborella had extracted part of her soul. Raven felt hollowed out, completely empty. She clung to Gabriel, suppressing a sob. She wouldn’t give the bitch the satisfaction.

      The door clicked and Aborella and the empress strolled into the cell. A threatening growl rumbled in Gabriel’s chest.

      Aborella snorted. “Relax, dragon. I’ve simply neutralized your mate’s power at its source.”

      The empress stared down her nose at Raven. “Now you will join me for dinner,” she said in a low, cool tone. “And if you try anything, Gabriel, or you, Tobias”—she leveled a stare at each of them—“I will kill her. Without her magic, it will take no more than a flick of my wrist and her neck will snap. Do you understand?”

      Raven thought her mate’s jaw might crack from how tightly he ground his teeth, but he gave her a definitive nod. Tobias did as well.

      At a snap of the empress’s fingers, two prison guards jogged into the room, one with arms laden with clothing, the other with a washbowl and a basket of bathroom sundries. Both were placed on the floor before them.

      “Dress,” Eleanor said. “Clean up. Then we celebrate. Welcome home, my sons. The kingdom of Paragon has missed you.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        London

      

      

      Nathaniel Clarke lingered outside Relics and Runes occult bookstore, his pipe nestled in his palm. Not so long ago, he’d have fired the Turkish tobacco, loosely tamped within its bent rosewood bowl, in the comfort of his office, but smoking indoors was illegal these days in London. Bad for humans. He supposed when your lifespan was a mere hundred years or less, cutting it short by a decade or more for the sake of a smoke was reckless.

      As an immortal dragon, Nathaniel couldn’t get cancer or any other human disease, and considering he could breathe fire, a little smoke was completely harmless to his composition. Humans, however, were important to Nathaniel, making up the majority of the occult book market. Plus he enjoyed the company of a few of them. He’d prefer to keep them alive.

      No matter—it was early and Cecil Court had yet to suffer the tread of visitors’ footsteps, which gave him an opportunity to both enjoy his favorite smoke and make use of the enchanting properties of this particular tobacco blend. Specially developed by a friend—a wizard and master tobacconist—the heady smoke served a number of purposes. For one, it alerted him of imminent danger. This morning though, his use for it was far more mundane, to render his storefront irresistible to shoppers.

      He flipped the top of his butane lighter and circled the flame over the tobacco, then let it burn out. A good false light. Ah yes, the scent was heavenly. He lit it again and took a ceremonious puff. The thick smoke curled along his tongue before he blew it out in a perfect, cloudlike ring that floated toward the summer sky.

      “Honestly, Clarke, are you still flushing good money away on that dreadful habit?” Mr. Greene, owner of the neighboring bookshop, appeared beside him, broom in hand, and raised his bushy gray eyebrows. He stared pointedly at Nathaniel’s pipe. “You’re going to blow an artery if you keep that up.”

      “Not everyone can be the picture of health as you are, Greene.” Nathaniel pointed a knuckle at the man and winked. “I’m of the mind to enjoy what years I have with a good smoke.”

      “Because you’re a young chap. Wait until you’re old like me and regret comes to roost.” He straightened his sweater vest over his overlarge paunch.

      “I daresay, I predict you’ll outlive us all.”

      The elderly man chuckled. “From your lips to God’s ears.” He gave his doorstep a few half-hearted sweeps. “Speaking of regrets of the past and all that, have you heard the news this morning?”

      “I haven’t had the pleasure.” Nathaniel puffed his pipe and blew a smoke ring over Greene’s head. Actually, he took no pleasure in current events. The world was in a constant state of wearying political angst. After three hundred years, he’d seen empires rise and fall. It didn’t matter to him which blowhard was in office or who was seen hobnobbing with whom. Nathaniel existed above it all. And if he didn’t like something, all he had to do was wait. Everything ended eventually, aside from him.

      Greene wagged his finger. “Oh dear. I would have thought you’d be the first to know.”

      “Hmm? What’s that?” He sent a tiny smoke ring through the center of a bigger one. The enchantment was taking hold. Already the brass around his door appeared shinier and the red paint that coated its wood gleamed as if he’d painted it yesterday.

      “That fling of yours from a few years ago, the songbird from the States. You know, the pretty one.”

      Nathaniel released his smoke in an uncontrolled and unattractive exhale. “You don’t mean…”

      “The fish that got away, Clarke. You know the one. The woman. Ahh, I’ve lost my head.” Greene tapped the heel of his palm against his temple. “Can’t think of it. Something… Clarissa! That’s it.”

      “Clarissa is in London?” An uninvited tingle radiated from the back of Nathaniel’s neck, down his arms, and made his hands go numb. For the love of the Mountain, he did not need to hear Clarissa was in town today.

      “She is! But that’s not why everyone’s talking about her. It seems she was performing for a corporate audience, the people who make those home gadgets. Tanaka Corp. Anyhow, her voice gave out completely in the middle of her performance. She had to be escorted from the stage. The Tanaka people were royally cheesed off over it. And, well, there are all sorts of rumors now going round about why. Drugs or whatnot. People are suggesting she might have to cancel her concert at the O2 later this month.”

      “Hmm.” Nathaniel ground his teeth. Clarissa was a witch, a powerful one, and if her voice had given out, there was a dark reason for it. He stared down into his pipe. Today might be a good day to close up shop and take a holiday. Bora-Bora sounded like a nice diversion.

      “So you hadn’t heard. You two don’t keep in touch then?”

      Nathaniel sighed. “No. It was a fleeting affair. She has her career, and I have…” He gestured vaguely in the direction of Relics and Runes.

      “Righto! Dodged a bullet, I’d say. Bad luck to have a woman that beautiful, if you don’t mind my saying so. My Minerva, rest her soul, wasn’t a looker, but she was a dab hand in the kitchen. That’s the type of woman you can rely on. Good cook. Loyal soul.”

      “If only there were more Minervas out there.” Nathaniel pictured the heavyset woman with wild gray hair who’d passed away a few years ago and carefully kept his expression reverential.

      “God broke the mold when he made her.” Greene wiped a tear from his eye and glanced at his watch. “Is that the time? Oh dear. We’ll be opening soon. I’d better ready the shop. Good day, Clarke.”

      “Good day.” Returning the man’s little wave, Nathaniel watched him disappear inside his shop, then leaned against the doorframe and closed his eyes. So Clarissa was in town. It didn’t mean anything. And her voice giving out could have a number of causes, perhaps a virus of the throat or a nodule on the vocal cords. She was probably visiting a doctor even now. With any luck, she’d be on a plane back to America in no time.

      He opened his eyes. Bringing his pipe to his lips, he allowed the thick smoke to linger on his tongue before slowly and deliberately blowing a perfect ring… that morphed into a crimson heart as it floated toward the clear blue sky.

      “Fuck.”

      He whirled and fumbled with the door, setting his pipe on the counter and mumbling incoherently as he passed the books on witchcraft, Jungian theory, the tarot cards, the crystals, the grimoires and the yoga magazines, to the small greenhouse of magical herbs at the back. He plucked two potted rosemary plants from the sill and hurried to place them on either side of the front door before ducking back inside again.

      “With any luck…,” he mumbled. Where were his cards? He needed to read his cards.

      The bell above the door rang.

      “Jesus, Nathaniel, rosemary? It only protects you against those who would do you harm. When have I ever wanted to hurt you?”

      Clarissa stepped across his threshold as if she’d been summoned by his earlier use of her name, like the devil or a demon. A real possibility now that he thought of it. Her blond hair was covered in a rose-colored scarf, and large dark glasses hid her blue eyes. But there was no mistaking her lithe figure and catlike grace. Or her scent. The floral and earthy notes of lilies and moss hit his nose.

      She reached up and removed her glasses. “I think I’m being followed.”

      “Then you’d better be on your way. Where’s your security?”

      “Everyone wants to know what happened last night.” Her gaze roved over his face. His suit. “You look exactly the same. I mean, I knew you didn’t age, but my God. Is that the pocket square I bought you?”

      “I hear footsteps in the alley. You should go before the paparazzi arrive.”

      She shuffled closer to him. “Hide me. Please!”

      The door opened. Cursing his own stupidity, he curled her into his arms and cloaked both of them in invisibility. He pressed a finger to his lips, although she of all people knew to remain silent.

      Two men entered the store, one tall and suave, the other looking like he’d slept on the floor of a pub the night before. Both had cameras ready. They swept through the rooms, searched behind the counter.

      “I know she came in here. I saw her,” the taller one said. He eyed the still-smoking pipe. “Hello?” he called. “Anyone here?”

      The slovenly one squinted his eyes. “There’s a lower level.” The two jogged down the stairs to where Nathaniel shelved the books on fairies and druids among other things.

      Nathaniel lowered his finger from his mouth, but not the invisibility that cloaked them both.

      “You’ve got a lot of nerve coming back here after all this time,” he whispered to her.

      “I need your help.” Her lips were red. He had a strong desire to smear her lipstick.

      “No.”

      “Believe me, if I had any other choice, I would have made it. You’re the only one who can help me.”

      “No.” It was out of the question really. Not after how they’d left things.

      The two men jogged back up the stairs, visibly baffled. “Gone. Just gone,” the tall man said. “Into thin air.”

      “Are you sure it was her?”

      Tall Man rubbed his chin. “Could’ve been a decoy, I suppose. It was odd she had no security.”

      “There’s a back door,” the short man said, pointing with his chin.

      They rushed into the courtyard. Nathaniel waited until he could no longer hear their footsteps or their voices before he dropped the invisibility.

      “Next time I’ll let them find you.” He dusted off his hands as if holding her had filthied them.

      “That hurts, Nate. It really does. After all we’ve meant to each other.”

      “Ancient history.”

      “But a pleasant one. As pasts go, I’m happy with ours.”

      “Speak for yourself.” He smoothed the sleeve of his jacket and moved behind the counter. Better. He’d prefer a lead wall between them, but the counter would have to do. “Enjoy the pleasant weather.” He gestured toward the door.

      “There’s something wrong with my voice.”

      “See a doctor.”

      “It’s not that type of problem,” she whispered.

      The bell above the door dinged and the first customer of the day strolled in. Nathaniel greeted the man, who beelined straight to the section on witchcraft.

      He shrugged. “I don’t know anything about vocal performance. But best of luck to you.” He gestured toward the door again.

      She took a deep breath and blew it out slowly, then approached the counter. “Please… Nathaniel… If you ever cared for me… If what we had ever meant anything to you… I need your help.”

      He narrowed his eyes on her. “You can do it yourself.”

      Slowly she shook her head. “No. I. Can’t.”

      Realization dawned and he leaned forward to sniff her throat. As usual, she smelled of lilies and moss, but the magical tang that always accompanied her scent was missing. Clarissa’s magical Bunsen burner was on the fritz. Interesting. Not interesting enough for him to feed his heart into a meat grinder by allowing her back into his life, but interesting.

      Still, it was impossible not to remember the good times what with her standing right in front of him. He met her gaze and held it.

      “Nathaniel?” she pleaded.

      “No,” he said again. And he meant it.
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      The most tangled ball of emotions twisted in Clarissa’s chest. Without a shadow of doubt, she believed Nathaniel was the only person in the world who could save her career. Her former lover and mentor was a powerful dragon. Everything she’d ever learned about magic started with him.

      That was the problem. She’d treated him terribly. Rejected him at the moment he was most vulnerable and left without explanation. Of course there was an explanation, but not one he wanted to hear. Not one he was willing to understand at the time. She was so young then, barely twenty. And he was ancient. Although he looked to be in his early thirties, he’d lived in London for three centuries and in his native land for even longer.

      They’d barely spoken over the past decade. With her tour schedule and the chip on his shoulder, the hiatus wasn’t surprising. But she’d never thought it would come to this. Some part of her had thought that what they’d shared was sacred and that if she ever needed him—really needed him, like now—he’d be there for her.

      She pressed her hips against the counter and leaned toward him. “Nate…”

      He frowned.

      “Nathaniel…” She made her voice soft and inviting. “I’m begging you. I will pay you anything.”

      “Don’t insult me.”

      “I will do anything.” She loaded her expression with promise and held his dark stare. By God, he looked good in a suit, but then the supernatural creatures that acted as his servants excelled in the domestic arts. Few others would understand the bespoke three-piece was handmade, its classic style owing to the fact it might have been created eighty years or more ago. She parted her lips and whispered, “You know I’m not lying.”

      His eyes narrowed. Those fathomless pits sparked with amethyst fire as he registered her offer, making her wonder what lecherous thoughts had crossed his mind in the moment. Nathaniel danced with the dark arts. If she leaned closer, she might catch a whiff of sulfur clinging to his perfectly tailored suit. At best, the predatory gleam in his eyes was sexual. More likely though, he was thinking of spells that used witch’s blood or worse, her ground bones.

      “Careful, Clarissa, you have no idea the things I’ve dreamt of doing to you over the years.”

      She forced herself to hold her ground although the heat coming off him quickly became uncomfortable, not to mention the squirm-worthy weight of his stare. Her phone vibrated in her pocket—no doubt Tom, her manager, calling again. There would be repercussions for what happened last night at Tanaka. The press would hound her. Her manager would expect a doctor’s explanation for what happened. But no human doctor could fix what ailed her.

      Her voice hadn’t given out. Her magic had. And what was left of her witchy common sense told her she’d been targeted with black magic.

      The lone customer approached and tossed a handbook about Wiccan altars onto the counter. “Has anyone ever told you you look a lot like that American pop star Clarissa?”

      She cleared her throat and replied in her best cockney accent. “Ya think so, eh? I do wish I ’ad ’er bank account.” She added a few nasal laughs for good measure.

      The man withdrew a phone from his pocket and snapped a selfie with her in the background. “You don’t mind, do you?” the man asked, although it was clear he didn’t care what her answer was. “Too good a story to pass up.”

      Clarissa frowned but held her tongue. If she told him she did mind, it would only be confessing to her true identity.

      A curl of dark smoke rose from Nathaniel’s pipe. He mumbled the price to the patron, tugged the man’s credit card from his hand in a way that bordered on aggression, and ran it through the reader. Nathaniel dropped the book into a bag and handed it to the customer but did not let go. Instead, he took another puff from the pipe and blew a mouthful of dark smoke in the customer’s face.

      Shadowy tendrils clouded around the stranger’s head, then twisted and slid inside his ears. His eyelashes fluttered. All the light bled from his expression until it was utterly blank. Clarissa might as well have been staring at a giant walking carrot for how much control the man had over his own mind.

      “You came in, bought this book, and then you left,” Nathaniel said to the man, never breaking eye contact. He yanked the phone from the man’s hand and deleted the picture. “You never saw this woman and you will never mention her to anyone.”

      “I never saw the woman,” the man parroted absently.

      “Now leave. Enjoy your book.”

      The man scurried off and out the door.

      She was saved. He did care, at least enough to protect her from idle gossip. Maybe there was hope if she pulled the right strings. “Thank you, Nate. Now please, can we talk about this? There’s so much I need to say to you. I want to apologize—”

      “Only so I will help you.” He rolled his eyes.

      “I want to explain.”

      “You want to give me an excuse.”

      “Stop! Can’t you find it in your heart to listen?” She watched him slowly raise his pipe to his lips. Without her magic, if he blew a spell into her face, she’d act just as his last customer had, mind blank as she shuffled out the door, straight into certain ruin. She covered her nose and mouth with her hands and held her breath.

      Lifting an eyebrow, he blew the smoke over his shoulder in a ring that quickly bent into a heart before it dissipated. That heart told her everything she needed to know. It was a sign of the magical entanglement he’d offered her and she’d refused. She hadn’t expected any of it to remain with him.

      “Still?” she asked.

      “I told you it was forever.” His voice was ominously soft, and her skin tingled at the memory of that tone under sweeter circumstances.

      “But if you feel a connection to me even now, why aren’t you helping me? You must know how desperate I am.”

      “And you must know that you left what was between us in ashes.” His lips bent into a scowl, and his pupils became black holes of rage. “I have asked you nicely, Clarissa, but now I am losing my patience. Do not make me use magic or physical force to remove you from this store. You will not enjoy either.”

      She planted her palms on the counter between them, her fingers spread as if her hands could anchor her there. She’d pleaded. She’d begged. He was going to leave her with no other choice but to say the word she knew he could not refuse, not because of what he’d once shared with her but because the rule of magic would demand his cooperation.

      He drew in smoke from his pipe.

      “Sanctuary,” she blurted.

      The smoke left his mouth in a deep purple rush. “What did you say?”

      “I call on my fellow members of the secret Order of the Dragon to shelter me from my enemies. Sanctuary.”

      “How dare you?” His voice hissed between his teeth. “You haven’t participated in the order in a decade.” On the countertop, a set of talons sprouted from his first knuckles and pressed their razor-sharp tips into the glass.

      “But I am a member by blood oath, and I require sanctuary.” She lifted her chin, her spine ramrod straight. “Unless the code of the order has changed—”

      “It hasn’t changed.”

      Oh, how she wanted to run from his deadly visage. She’d cornered the beast, and if she wasn’t careful, he’d tear her apart liberating himself. Despite her internal fear, she forced her outward appearance to remain calm.

      Rolling his neck, Nathaniel brushed the arms of his suit jacket as if they weren’t already meticulously cleaned and pressed, then leveled an indifferent stare at her. “Very well, Clarissa. You may go to Mistwood.”

      She gulped. Mistwood, his Oxfordshire manor, was remote and protected by magic. It was the type of place where no one would find her, but also no one could hear her scream. She would be safe there, yes, but entirely at his mercy. She nodded.

      “I offer you sanctuary in the name of the order,” he said through a wicked smile. “And I take in return what you have offered.”

      “And that is?” She couldn’t keep the tremble from her voice.

      He was around the counter in the blink of an eye, pressed against her back. He brought one talon to the side of her throat. Her heart pounded, and not completely out of fear. She’d never stopped wanting Nathaniel.

      His hot breath brushed her cheek as he articulated his next word. “An-y-thing.”

      Panting, she felt his nose brush her ear and his stubble graze the delicate skin of her cheek. Her knees almost gave out, but she forced herself to nod. What choice did she have?

      He shoved her toward the exit. She snatched her sunglasses off the counter and backed out the door, a breath of relief rushing from her lungs as soon as it was closed between them.

      Swallowing, she fished her phone from her purse and tapped Tom’s number while she jogged toward her car.

      “Finally! Clarissa, you’d better have a good explanation for why you snuck past your security this morning. Everyone has been out of their minds looking for you. I came within an inch of getting the police involved. The Tanaka guys are livid. The press is going bananas over this. You need to come back to the hotel this instant.”

      “Can’t.” She turned the corner and walked faster toward the place where her hired driver, dressed in a plain sweatshirt and cap, waited in an understated brown coupe. No one would guess she’d choose a car like this or a driver who looked like he delivered pizzas in his off time. Hopefully it would keep the paparazzi off her trail.

      “What do you mean you can’t?” Tom’s tone was irate.

      “I’ve just come from the specialist.” She forced a cough and made her voice sound raspy. “Rare condition of the vocal cords. He can fix it, but I have to go to a treatment facility immediately. Total secrecy, and the treatment will take several days. He said it was imperative that I completely rest my voice after the procedure. No phone or visitors.”

      “Who? Which doctor? Not Kline? Please tell me my future isn’t in the hands of that butcher.”

      “Not Kline. I’ve got to go, Tom. I’ll be in touch when I’m cleared to speak again.”

      “Bu—”

      She hung up on him and turned off her phone. No one else would call. One of the consequences of being both an orphan and a celebrity was that there were few people personally obliged to check up on her. She had friends, but they were the kind who expected her to call them. After all, she was frequently busy. They wouldn’t want to interrupt. If she could call anyone a best friend, she’d suppose it would have to be Tom. He was certainly the one she spoke to the most. But he was her manager. Could someone who was paid to keep you happy technically be called a friend?

      She climbed in the passenger side and turned to the driver. “Oxfordshire.”

      He opened his mouth to protest the distance and likely the time commitment. Mistwood was an hour and a half from Cecil Court. She reached into her wallet and handed him a hundred quid. “If that’s not enough, I’ll pay you whatever you want.”

      With a nod of his head, he turned his eyes to the road. Clarissa leaned back in her seat and prepared herself for whatever Nathaniel had in store for her.
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      “Here. Stop. Please!” Clarissa shook the driver by the shoulder and the car jerked as he hit the brakes.

      “What are ya playin’ at? Ain’t nothin’ round here as far as the eye can see.”

      “I know. I’m… meeting someone.”

      “All the way out here?” The spotty-faced man wrinkled his nose. “Wouldn’t ya rather I keep on to someplace…” He surveyed the wall-to-wall green surrounding them. “Well, someplace else?”

      She popped open the door and grabbed her rolling bag from the trunk, then walked around to his window and handed him another wad of bills. “Thank you for your help. I have my phone fully charged should I need any additional assistance. Don’t you worry.” She held the device up as evidence and then backed away from the car.

      He gave her a curt nod and slowly drove away.

      Among the rolling, bucolic hills near Waterleys Copse in Bicester, Clarissa stood at a crossroads facing north. How apropos that this was where she’d end up. Four directions. Four choices. And none of them led to her destination. Just as in life, she’d reached a point where no paved road would take her where she needed to go, no list of pros and cons would lead her to a decision that could solve this problem with her voice, a problem that would ruin her, would ruin all she had in the world if Nate couldn’t fix it.

      With a firm grip on her bag, she moved to the center of the crossroads, closed her eyes, and spun thrice around to her right and once to her left. Once she stopped, she said in a loud, clear voice, “By the blood of the dragon, open.”

      The rumbling clank of a portcullis rising vibrated against her skin, and she opened her eyes to find the crossroads gone. She stood at the base of a cobblestone drive leading to the house she hoped would be her salvation.

      Mistwood Manor had been erected in 1699 by an architect named Nicholas Hawksmoor who was a member of the first Order of the Dragon. To Clarissa, it would always remind her of Downton Abbey, although Mistwood, with its magical upkeep, had better weathered the ravages of time. Despite the castle-like sound the magical gate had made when it opened, this was not a medieval fortress but a grand estate, a marvel of seventeenth-century architecture that always gave her a sense of airy lightness. She was safe here to be sure, and not because anyone would be shooting arrows from the roof but because the magic that saturated every inch of this property was the strongest she’d ever encountered as a witch. Not to mention it was usually guarded by the fiercest, most unforgiving dragon.

      She swallowed the lump in her throat as memories of her old life at Mistwood came flooding back. The first time Nathaniel had brought her here, she couldn’t keep her mouth from gaping. By that time he’d revealed what he was to her, although she could scarcely believe it. He’d swept her off her feet. The idea of going home with him had seemed so romantic, far better than another night in the cheapest hostel she could find. So she’d said yes and proceeded to be blown away by the history, the magic, the excitement she’d found behind the doors of the house on the hill. If only those things had been enough.

      Hoofbeats pounded on the drive behind her, and the carriage that always brought guests to the manor arrived. Pulled by one of Nate’s prized sleek black Percherons, the carriage had no driver. The door opened for her of its own accord, and she climbed inside. The moment she was seated, the vehicle lurched forward and headed for the estate.

      By the scene out the window, things at Mistwood hadn’t changed much since she’d left. The same brook traversed the property, bubbling over rocks worn smooth from its current. Off to her right, she could see the orchard, as green and lush as when she’d left. The walnut, apple, and fig trees bore their fruit year-round thanks to Nate’s magic, and she remembered the scent of the blossoms like the first time she’d walked its rows. She wondered if everything was the same in the orchard, but that was a question for another time. She could drive herself crazy thinking about it now.

      The carriage passed a strip of packed dirt that carved through the rolling green, and she wondered if Nate still rode the trails every morning before breakfast. What was his horse’s name? Diablo. Was the stallion still alive? She supposed yes. How long did horses live?

      They rounded the circular garden in front of the estate, and the carriage came to an abrupt halt. The door opened. When no help appeared, she grunted and wrestled her luggage out herself. She stumbled down the step and had to use her bag to steady herself. The scent of eucalyptus filled her nose.

      “Tempest, I don’t expect you to help me, but you could say hello. It’s not as if we’ve never met before.” The oread was here. He was the source of the scent. But the mountain nymphs who cared for Nate and this estate, Tempest and Laurel, were notoriously shy and secretive. She’d lived here just over a year, and it had taken months for them to trust her enough to reveal themselves to her then.

      “I’d prefer it this way, madam. You won’t be long in our care, and a professional distance seems appropriate.” The oread’s deep tenor had a tinny quality, and she pictured his polished marble skin, blond curls, and gossamer wings despite his invisibility. The cold shoulder didn’t surprise her. Oreads bonded to magical creatures like Nathanial with unparalleled loyalty.

      She snorted. “For what it’s worth, it’s nice to, um, hear you. I’ve missed this place.”

      A puff of air grazed her cheek and the heavy wooden door with its iron lion’s-head knocker swung open for her.

      When Tempest’s voice came again, it was curt. “Your room is prepared. I assume you remember where it is.”

      “Of course I do.” She stepped into the marble foyer, and the door closed behind her. Another draft fluttered her hair and he was gone, his herbal scent fading like a dying rose. He did not offer to carry her bag. “Okay then, I’ll just find my own way,” she called in his wake.

      She popped the telescoping handle of her bag and strode toward the curving staircase, the rattle of the caster wheels echoing through the wide, empty foyer. The place looked like a museum, all cream marble and white and gold trim with a red runner that she followed like the yellow brick road up the majestic staircase.

      Hoisting her bag, she climbed to the second floor, cursing her blasted stilettos the entire time, and rolled her way to the room where she’d stayed all those years ago. But when she opened the door, she wasn’t prepared for the emotions that flooded her heart.

      Nothing had changed.

      “Holy crap,” she whispered. It was exactly the same. Exactly. Down to the Rihanna pin she’d wedged into the side of her mirror. The place was like a shrine.

      It was the first and only place that ever felt like home to her. She had no idea who her real parents were, but her adoptive parents were killed in a freak accident when she was five. She barely remembered them, but she’d been told a sinkhole had opened up and swallowed half her Florida home, taking her parents with it. Although her memory of that day consisted only of blurry, timeworn images, the social worker told her she’d been recovered while dangling her legs over the side of the hole.

      After that she’d become a ward of the state and gone from foster home to foster home, and the accidents had followed. Every time a family sent her to her room, the pipes would burst and flood the rest of the house. One time, when she was ten, a guardian had tried to paddle her for smoking his cigarettes. The curtains caught fire and soon the entire house was engulfed in flame. When she was sixteen, a wealthy host family had served her escargot. The snails had animated and climbed off her plate, sending Barb, her foster mom, into hysterics. She actually liked that family, although they seemed indifferent when she moved out a year and a half later.

      College wasn’t in her future, but she’d always had a talent for music, so she’d earned enough money singing on street corners and in the subway terminal to get by until the summer of her twentieth year when she’d saved enough to come to London. She’d longed to visit Liverpool, the home of the Beatles, and follow their musical journey. Young and foolish, she’d run out of cash in days and was singing for her supper in the tubes of London when Nathaniel found her.

      She remembered it like it was yesterday. The song by Norah Jones that was her go-to when she was desperate for tips. Clarissa’s version of “Come Away with Me” always held a certain power, but that day the sound had become a palpable thing in the underground. The crowd exiting the trains stopped to listen. That’s when he strolled up to her. She noticed him right away. Everyone noticed him. All that dark energy moving toward her, framed by white subway tiles. She was never the same.

      “He refuses to let me change anything.” A silvery voice rang behind her. She whirled to find the delicate, pale features of Laurel, Tempest’s mate and the other oread who cared for the house. Her gossamer wings swayed gently behind her. “The master hasn’t been the same since you left.”

      “Laurel, it’s so good to see you!” She opened her arms to hug the nymph but embraced only cool air. The oread had disappeared. Clarissa sighed. Truly she had no allies here.

      “You must excuse me.” Laurel’s voice came as if from a distance. “The room may be the same, but nothing else is. You’re a ghost here now. We’ve grieved you, you understand. And I’m told your visit won’t be a long one.”

      “He told you that?” She frowned. Although it was true she didn’t plan to stay any longer than it took for him to fix her, it was a bad sign that Nathaniel was counting the days until her departure. She had two weeks at most. If her voice hadn’t recovered by then, she might as well return to America and look into business school because her career as a pop star would effectively be over.

      “Can you answer me one thing?” Laurel asked from the shadows. “Did you ever love him, or was it all just…?”

      She didn’t finish the question, but Clarissa knew what she meant. Nathaniel had been her muse. Still, she froze at the word love, the faces of foster families rushing through her mind. She couldn’t even remember most of their names. And then Nate. Darkly handsome Nate. How tempting it had been to curl up with the devil in his magical estate back then, when he had become her everything. But their time together had always had an expiration date. How long could it last? Until the ceiling caved in on her, or he returned to the place he’d come from and said goodbye? Did anyone stay in love with the person they loved when they were twenty?

      She cleared her throat. “Laurel, I learned many things living here. Magic is real. Dragons are real. Nymphs like you are real. I learned that I am a witch and during a full moon, I can feel the night itself like warm velvet against my skin. But there is one thing I know down to my soul, and it’s something I learned long before I ever came here.”

      “What’s that, miss?”

      “Love isn’t real.” She lowered her eyes, slipped into her room with her bag trailing behind her, and closed the door.
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      Avery Tanglewood wanted her sister, Raven, back, and the best way she knew to make that happen was the professor she was about to meet in a place called the Latner Room, Saint Peter’s College, Oxford University. Beside her, Rowan hugged a book to her chest. Avery still had trouble coming to terms with the fact the woman could transform into a dragon and that her seven brothers were exiled princes of a realm called Paragon, but two of those brothers had been captured with Raven. No one wanted to get them back more than Rowan.

      They’d come under the guise of showing the professor a book Rowan’s gallery had procured, a rare seventeenth-century text on dragons.

      “I still don’t understand why you wanted me to pose as your assistant,” Avery said. “Nick is stronger and probably knows more about your business.”

      “Nick wants to touch base with his contacts in the London Police Department. Besides, I have it on good authority that this particular professor has an eye for young women. No offense to Nick, but I think you are the better honey to catch this fly.”

      Avery straightened the neck of her blouse, not exactly comfortable with being visual bait. Still, she couldn’t deny she was the only practical choice. Maiara was so new to the modern world she still couldn’t stop herself from playing with every light switch she came across. The Native American healer was Alexander’s mate and only recently returned to her human form after centuries of soul-inhabiting her hawk familiar. Tobias’s mate, Sabrina, was undoubtedly beautiful, but as a hybrid vampire she preferred to sleep during the day. Besides, she hadn’t reached London yet. At least Avery knew Raven’s egg was safe under the watchful eye of Alexander back at the apartment. The egg, or Li’l Puff as she’d started to call it, was her first priority in her sister’s absence.

      “I don’t know anything about history. Just pray he doesn’t put me on the spot,” Avery warned.

      “Don’t worry about it. I’ll do the talking.”

      “What’s this guy’s name again?”

      “Dr. Peter Wallace, professor of medieval history with a specialization in mythology and folklore. He has an interest in dragons. Wrote several papers on the cultural role the wyvern myth played during the European witch trials.” Rowan stopped in front of a lovely old building and caught the door as a man in a suit hurried out.

      Avery followed her inside and to the room where a wiry and ancient-looking man sat at a ridiculously large conference table.

      “Professor Wallace?” Rowan extended her hand when the man gave her a nod of greeting.

      “A pleasure to meet you, Ms. Valor. I must say, when I spoke to you on the phone about the piece you found, I wasn’t expecting such a lovely young woman to be behind the call.”

      Rowan offered him a smile worthy of a car salesman. “Well, I’m older than I look and old enough to know a valuable manuscript when I see one.”

      They laughed together for exactly three beats, and Avery folded her hands like an awkward teenager.

      “Oh, Professor, this is my assistant, Avery.”

      The moment Professor Wallace’s gaze fell on Avery, his demeanor changed drastically. His easy smile sagged and his eyes narrowed. Avery got the immediate sense that he hated her. An instant and inexplicable loathing flowed her way. It couldn’t have anything to do with her personally—they’d only just met— but it hurt just the same.

      “Avery, you say?”

      “Avery Tanglewood,” she filled in, adding her last name in the hopes that her full introduction would chase the cobwebs of abhorrence in his eyes from whatever memory her presence was drawing up. “I’m Rowan’s assistant.”

      He pursed his lips and nodded slowly. “Well, two lovely young women… My year is made.” He turned away from her. “You’ll excuse me for not offering you a drink, but I don’t believe it would be prudent until I’ve assessed the authenticity of what you’ve brought me.” He gave a low rumbling laugh.

      “I own a gallery in New York, Professor. I can spot a fake from across Manhattan. I promise you, you won’t be disappointed.” Rowan placed the bundle she was carrying on the table and pulled on a pair of white archival gloves. The leather-bound volume was swaddled in soft white cloth, and she unwrapped it to reveal the rich mahogany of the ancient volume.

      “My, the binding does look authentic,” the professor mumbled. He drew his own pair of soft white gloves from an inner pocket of his jacket and gestured for Rowan to move out of the way. Carefully, as if he were handling a bomb, he lifted the cover and opened the book to the first page. “My word, is this…?”

      “Ancient Greek and Latin,” Rowan said. “The date in the corner suggests it was transcribed in 1699.”

      Filled with curiosity, Avery leaned forward to get a better look. She’d never seen a book like this or anything written in ancient Greek other than possibly at a museum. The symbols on the page meant nothing to her, but when Wallace turned the page, the illustrations made her inhale sharply. Dragons.

      “Alas, I can read the Latin, but my Greek is a bit rusty. I’d like to consult with a colleague…” Professor Wallace rubbed his silver beard.

      Rowan smiled. “I believe we’re all a little rusty when it comes to ancient languages, but I know enough to tell you what this says if you’d care for the translation of a nonacademic.”

      He lowered his head and stared at her expectantly over the top of his glasses.

      “I believe it’s a health manual written by a group that believed in dragons. There are recipes that include dragon scales, dragon blood, and even dancing with dragons.”

      “Mmm. Yes.” He flipped the page. “Recipes for vitality, or perhaps potions. Belief in dragons was often tied to the early practice of magic and religion.”

      “Were there actually dragons here?” Avery blurted. “You wouldn’t put all this effort into a cookbook with recipes calling for ingredients that don’t exist, right? I mean, according to legend, were they thought to be real at the time?”

      Professor Wallace cleared his throat and gave her an odd look like she was completely daft. “Of course not. Dragons never actually existed, my dear. They were invented for political reasons, to inspire fear among the people and subsequent relief and praise when a monarch slew the nonexistent creature.”

      Her shoulders slumped. “You’re telling me you don’t believe in any dragon-like creature at all? Not an overlarge alligator or a prehistoric sturgeon being confused for the Loch Ness Monster?”

      He shook his head. “It’s poppycock. No more real than the griffins or fairies of yore. Human beings, my dear, have extremely active imaginations. You must never underestimate man’s ability to lie.”

      Rowan placed a hand on Avery’s arm. “This conversation is fascinating. Perhaps you can slake my associate’s thirst for knowledge with some resources on dragon legends in the area?”

      He mumbled something and nodded his head, engrossed in the pages in front of him. “This belongs in the Bodleian collection. Are you willing to part with it?”

      “For the right price,” Rowan said softly, and Avery could have sworn the color of her suit became redder as she raised her chin and smiled confidently at the man. All at once, her own navy suit seemed frumpy and ill-tailored.

      The professor removed his glasses and stared down his nose at Rowan. “I will have to consult with the department. Do you mind if I borrow this for a few days for further analysis? I can assure you it will be handled with utmost care.”

      Rowan withdrew a card from her pocket and handed it to him. “I’m staying in London proper for a few weeks, buying for my gallery. My number is on the back. I have a car, so I can be here within the hour when you’re ready to talk business.”

      He nodded and carefully closed the book, rewrapping it in the white fabric.

      Avery cleared her throat. “I’m interested in local dragon lore, especially areas where the locals believed dragons were real. Can you recommend any places to visit or books to read?”

      He gave her a demeaning look and gathered the book into his arms. “I’m afraid the resources at the Bodleian are only available to fellows. Are you an academic?” The way he asked it, Avery was quite certain he knew she wasn’t.

      “No.”

      Professor Wallace gave her a patronizing smile. “Then I’d suggest you begin with a Google search. It sounds rudimentary, but it will be the most effective use of your time in the short period you are here.” He tucked his chin into his chest. “Now, if you will both excuse me, I must get back to my work. Allow me to show you out.”

      Rowan extended her hand for a firm shake and an exchange of pleasantries. Before Avery knew it, she and Rowan had been ushered to the parklike setting outside the building with a hasty and rather clipped goodbye.

      “What an asshole! Did you see how he looked at me? It was like he hated me from the moment I walked into the room.” Avery took a deep breath and blew it out in an exasperated huff.

      Rowan twisted a piece of her hair around her finger. “No… He didn’t hate you. It was almost like he thought he recognized you and whoever it was you reminded him of, they were not someone he admired.”

      Avery sighed. “Now what do we do? He couldn’t have been less helpful if he’d tried.”

      “Yes. That was odd, wasn’t it? We still have an in with him since he took the book, but he almost seemed reluctant to give us any information in return. Did you notice?”

      Avery thought back. “I did. You had to tell him what the book was about. It was rather strange.”

      “Very strange. Have you ever in your life heard of a professor who didn’t love to talk about his area of expertise?”

      Avery shrugged. She’d never had the chance to go to college. She was older than Raven by a year, but when Raven became ill, all her family’s resources had been devoted to making her better and giving her the chance at an education because no one knew how long she had to live. Avery, it was assumed, had plenty of time, was perfectly healthy, and was happy enough to work at the Three Sisters. She knew nothing about professors. Aside from a few dates with young members of the profession who seemed more interested in the physical aspects of their relationship than sharing their intellectual opinions with her, she had no experience at all.

      “Where did you get that book anyway?” Avery asked.

      Rowan did a double take and laughed. “Don’t tell my brothers or Nick, but my claim that my gallery procured it recently wasn’t exactly true by human standards. In fact, I obtained it when it was relatively new. A Scottish gentleman I once… spent considerable time with gave it to me as a gift in the late seventeen hundreds.”

      Avery flashed her a wry smile. “Ooooh. A Scottish lover? Do tell.”

      Rowan bobbed her eyebrows. “Let’s just say that if you ever wanted to know what it would feel like to hold thunder itself between your thighs, you should make love to a Scot.”

      “Considering that’s the word of a dragon, I’m going to take that literally.”

      They both laughed.

      “Seriously, Rowan, where do we go from here?”

      Rowan paused and looked up at the sky. “There are other places to do research besides the Bodleian.”
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      “Take a deep breath, Albert. I have full confidence you can handle the store without me this afternoon.” Nathaniel pressed the phone to his ear and leaned against the leather backseat of his car. His eyes closed in frustration as his driver Emory hastened home to Mistwood. He must be patient. After all, the boy was relatively new. Although Albert had been working for him for several months, this was the first time he’d requested the boy close Relics and Runes on his own. He supposed it was a big responsibility for the young man.

      “What ’bout the till?” Albert asked in a tone that rose with his excitement into a high squeak.

      “Leave it for the morning. I trust you.” Truthfully, Nathaniel didn’t need trust. If the boy stole a penny from him, it would be well and obvious the next time he saw Albert. The spell he’d cast would render him or any other thief bald as a cue ball until the sum was returned. Steal a book and the filcher would find themselves with a strange new mole on the hand that lifted it from the shelf.

      “Mr. Clarke, I won’t let you down.”

      Nathaniel could picture the poor chap’s knees wobbling with his words. “I know you won’t. Thank you for doing this. If all is well in the morning, there will be a bonus in it for you.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      He hated to heap this kind of responsibility on the boy without the proper training, but he had no choice. This Clarissa situation must be dealt with as expediently as possible. He took an absent puff from his pipe. The smoke that left his mouth morphed into a dark pink heart. Fuck.

      Frantically, he thumbed through his phone contacts and dialed Warwick.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure?” The wizard’s smooth voice crooned into his ear.

      “How do I break a blood oath to the Order of the Dragon?”

      “Why on earth would you want to do that?”

      Nathaniel took another calming puff on his pipe, and thankfully his exhale was dark with his anger this time. The smoke ring squeezed in the center in a way that made it look like a skull. His driver Emory’s eyes met his in the rearview mirror and then flicked back to the road.

      “Clarissa is back, and she’s claimed sanctuary.”

      “Bollocks!” Warwick released a string of curses. “Where did you put her?”

      “Mistwood for now, until I find a more suitable arrangement. This whole situation is more than a little odd. She lost her magic rather abruptly. Wants me to help her get it back.”

      The wizard huffed. “Lost her magic? How?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “Well, you’d better find out for the sake of the order! If it’s catching, we’re all in danger!”

      Catching. Nathaniel hadn’t thought of that. A very strong curse could spread, another reason he needed to get her out of here as soon as possible.

      “Tell me how to cut her loose and I’ll send her packing straight away. The coven will be safe when she’s back in America.”

      He scoffed. “There’s no way except to kill you, Nathaniel. She swore on your blood. Your magic fuels the Order of the Dragon. As long as you are alive, there is a binding magical contract for you to offer her basic protection.”

      “Bloody hell.”

      “If it is some sort of a curse, it’s safer for everyone having her there until you know exactly what she’s dealing with. No one in the order has better defenses against malicious magic than you.”

      Nathaniel closed his eyes and ground his teeth. “Very well. She will stay here until I have it sorted.”

      Silence stretched on the other end of the line. When Warwick spoke again, his voice was as firm as a schoolmaster’s. “You don’t have to speak to her. You don’t have to like her. All you have to do is give her just enough to survive. If you want her to leave, I wouldn’t make things… comfortable for her beyond what’s absolutely necessary under the circumstances.”

      He grunted.

      “You have plenty of my tobacco, I assume.”

      “Should be enough.”

      “Good. That should help you manage your feelings for her.”

      “Should it? So far it’s done little but blow puffy red hearts every time I think of her.” Nathaniel rubbed his eyes with his thumb and forefinger.

      “Oh dear. I’ll send over a different blend to, uh, calm your nerves. I’ll need more of your blood. My reserves are running low.” It was an unfortunate reality that Nathaniel’s blood was a necessary ingredient in binding Warwick’s magic to the tobacco.

      “I’d appreciate that. I’ll get you what you need.” Nate rubbed a muscle in his jaw that had started to ache.

      “But please, Nathaniel, while you have her there, don’t just cure her, find out what happened to her power. Perhaps we have an enemy. There are those who would love to see the elimination of the order. That coven from Edinburgh comes to mind. We need to know for sure she’s not a Trojan horse.”

      He took another puff from his pipe and was happy the smoke blew in a traditional ring at his command. “I’ll take care of it.”

      “Good luck, my dear friend.”

      His driver met his eyes again in the mirror as they turned off the road, passed through the protective wards around Mistwood, and traveled up the drive.

      “What do you have to say, Emory? If it weren’t for the mirror, I’d turn to stone under that stare of yours.”

      “I was just wondering, sir… Not to be presumptuous, but might this be an opportunity for Clarissa to heal old wounds?”

      The growl that rumbled up Nathaniel’s throat had the driver’s knuckles turning white on the steering wheel.

      “Watch yourself. There will be no healing. There is nothing left to heal. Clarissa is a devil, and there is only room for one in this hell of mine. I plan to deal with this thing that plagues her as soon as possible and send her on her way. The faster, the better.”

      Emory nodded. “Of course. You’re right, sir. Glad to know your head is on straight.”

      Emory came to a stop in front of Mistwood and popped out to open the door for him.

      Nathaniel grabbed his attaché case and strode toward the manor. “Take the rest of the day off. I won’t be leaving again until tomorrow morning.”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” The man climbed behind the wheel and made haste back down the drive.

      “She’s been in her old chambers since noon,” Tempest said, appearing in the suddenly open door, arms crossed and looking as rumpled as an oread could look. “If you like, I could forget to remove my gloves after mucking Diablo’s stall and feel my way around her room.”

      Nathaniel groaned. “If I thought a bit of manure would solve this problem, I’d take you up on that offer. Unfortunately, Warwick has advised me that until I fix what ails Clarissa, she is our permanent guest. Let’s try to make the best of it.”

      With a bow of his head, Tempest disappeared, sending a disgruntled puff of wind in his direction. Well, he couldn’t agree more with the sentiment. He took a long, fortifying drag on his pipe. The smoke blew from his lips a cautionary orange. He tamped out the tobacco and plugged the bowl with a wind cap before sliding it into his pocket.

      “You’re a dragon, Nathaniel. Be a dragon,” he whispered to himself. He took the stairs three at a time. If she thought she could simply come back here and he’d treat her like nothing had changed between them, she was sadly mistaken. This visit would be on his terms and, with any luck, mercifully short.

      He barged into her room without knocking.

      She rose from the chair where she’d been reading in one quick movement. “You might knock before entering someone’s room, Nathaniel. What if I’d been dressing?”

      His dragon twisted hot and rough in his chest, and his tongue burned with the need to lash out. “May I remind you, Clarissa, that this is not your room. It’s mine, as is the rest of this house and the grounds. I’ve agreed to give you sanctuary, not privacy. As for your potential nakedness, I doubt there’s anything I haven’t seen before, unless you’ve added a secret tattoo since our last joining? No? As such, your state of dress is of no concern to me.”

      “You can be such a fucking brute.” She narrowed her eyes and shook her head.

      “As you know, and still you came to me for help.” He sneered in her direction.

      “If I had any other choice, believe me, I’d take it.” She folded her arms over her filmy floral dress in a way that threatened to drive him to distraction. Her skin would feel soft if he touched her, like the petal of a rose.

      He stared down his nose at her. “Since you’ve made your choice, Ms. Black, let’s not prolong your purpose. Tell me exactly how this happened, everything you remember.”
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      Tanaka Auditorium was standing room only, which was saying something considering the size of the theater. As private events went, it was huge. Tom had relayed that the tech giant had hired Clarissa as a perk for the employees who’d worked to develop some sort of new gadget that would give the iPhone a run for its money. They’d certainly gone all out.

      At the moment, Blue Radio was opening for her. She waited backstage, using her last moments before the show to center herself. Out of nowhere, a sophisticated-looking woman in a light gray business suit appeared beside her. Before Clarissa could say a word, the stranger reached out and plucked a hair from her head.

      “Wow! What the fuck?” Clarissa snapped. The redheaded woman started to walk away, but Clarissa grabbed her arm. “Who the hell are you?”

      “Hair and makeup,” the woman said, her voice gritty and low like she might have a cold. “Cleaning up a stray.”

      “Next time ask permission before you touch me.” She released the woman’s elbow and searched for Tom. He was going to get an earful over this. It wasn’t about the hair. Everyone knew she counted on these last moments of meditation to do her best work. Time alone to center herself was part of her creative process. Allowing a stranger backstage this close to the performance completely threw her off.

      When she couldn’t find Tom, she turned back to explain the rules to the woman herself, only she’d disappeared. Probably knew she was in trouble. She’d talk to Tom about it after the show. Whatever company she worked for, they needed to know they couldn’t bring in new blood at zero hour.

      For the rest of the opening act, she pushed the incident from her mind, instead choosing to focus on the show ahead of her. By the time Blue Radio left the stage and Tom appeared again, she’d forgotten all about it. She watched him exchange hand signals with the soundman while tech readied the stage. The lights dimmed. At once, the roar of the crowd became deafening.

      White and red pyrotechnics blazed to life with the opening beats and her dancers flooded the stage. Their black leotards were designed to give the impression of scales, and they weaved like snakes, dancing their way into the hearts of the audience. Her people were the best in the business. Some looked positively boneless.

      Her latest album, The Serpent’s Strike, was all about being bitten by love, how the poison got into your blood and changed you forever. How fitting that she should be performing in London. The only man she’d ever thought she could love lived here, and she’d never succeeded in curing herself from his romantic venom.

      When the stage manager waved a finger, she strode onto the stage in a black snakeskin bustier, a skirt that desperately wanted to be a belt, and a train that weighed hundreds of pounds and had to be carried and positioned by a second set of dancers.

      Bring the night! She sang and the crowd went wild. She broke into her dance, singing the series of notes that led into the first verse. Her voice ignited the air around her, syncing the dancers with her body and making the room twinkle with living energy.

      Clarissa was a witch and her voice was her wand. Tonight, as she did every night, she would take her audience on a magical journey they would never forget.

      Your night, it crawls to meet

      the darkness inside me.

      Don’t you know that your energy

      is the thing making me me?

      The train she was wearing detached and rose behind her as if carried by a breeze. As she sang, it folded itself into an origami beast, a dark sparkling dragon with huge wings that flapped above her and the dancers. The crowd went crazy. Lights flashed as they tried their best to capture a picture that would do it justice. When she sang again, they sang along with her.

      I was once a dying thing.

      You helped me to find my wings.

      Though you were my everything,

      I broke away and felt the sting.

      Free from you, free from us.

      Free to rule the skies above.

      Bring on the night.

      I will be its queen.

      Bring on the night.

      I will rule the wind.

      Bring on the night.

      I welcome it. I’m ready. I’m ready.

      Something was wrong. During this part of the performance, the origami dragon was supposed to fly over her head, circle the crowd, and then return to the stage where she would pretend to slay it with her dance moves. It wasn’t happening. She kept moving, performing the dance steps as always, but her magic drained from the room like the rush of water from an unplugged bathtub. Her throat caught, constricted. It felt like she’d swallowed a bee.

      In abject horror, she cast a frantic, desperate look toward Tom backstage and patted her throat. All he could do was spread his hands and yell into his headset.

      Fabric rustled above her. She tipped her head back just in time to watch hundreds of pounds of black twinkling cloth give up its dragon form and drop, flattening her to the stage.
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      The story was not what Nathaniel had expected. If someone had been able to use a hair plucked from Clarissa’s head to sabotage her performance so quickly, the perpetrator must be a truly powerful magical being. The attack was targeted and malicious. Someone wanted not only to hurt her but to embarrass her too.

      “They took me to the hospital after the show. I was physically fine, but my magic was gone.”

      “I see. You said you didn’t recognize the redheaded woman?”

      She shook her head.

      “Is there anyone who would want to hurt you?”

      “No one has threatened me explicitly. If this is personal, I don’t know why.”

      He scoffed. “Of course not. It couldn’t possibly be personal. What have you ever done that was your fault?”

      Her eyes narrowed at his sarcastic tone. “I’m sorry, Nathaniel. I’m sorry about what happened between us.”

      “Don’t waste your breath on false words. I’ll get to work this afternoon on a spell to reveal the source of this curse.”

      “And until then, I should wait here for you to burst into the room at your next whim?”

      He scowled at her. “Yes. This is my home after all, despite your using the Order of the Dragon against me. Besides, you did offer me… anything… to help you.”

      “I see. So is that what this is all about? My offer?”

      She stood and strode toward him, stepping out of her stilettos on the way. She stopped less than six inches in front of him, close enough she knew he could catch her scent. His lips pulled back from his teeth as the natural lily fragrance of her skin filled his nose and his inner dragon woke from its slumber.

      He wanted her. He’d always wanted her. And she was using it against him.

      In a few quick moves, she pulled her dress over her head. Underneath, the lacy pale pink bra and panty set she wore teased him mercilessly. His gaze flicked down to the edge of the lace where it cut across her breasts, her nipples hidden under a panel of silk. Immediately his body responded and his instant erection twitched with need. She noticed. She always noticed.

      Her fists landed on her hips. “Well? I offered you everything. Are you going to take it? I won’t say no. I’m too desperate.”

      His mouth was as dry as a stone. It would serve her right if he called her bluff. He could have her on that bed before she could blink, body spread out under him like his own personal buffet. But that’s what she wanted. Sex with her would give her control. It would awaken all the feelings he’d fought so hard to repress over the years, the offered bond that she’d rejected. Oh no, he wouldn’t give her the satisfaction.

      He ground his teeth and stared down his nose at her. Two could play at this game, and her buttons were just as easy to push. “What makes you think I’d give you pleasure in exchange for my magic? Hardly seems like a fair trade.” He moved in closer, his voice all grit as his dragon raised the temperature in the room and his stare burned into hers. “No, if I take from you it will be for my pleasure and mine alone. Be careful, Clarissa—you don’t want to give me any ideas.”

      He turned on his heel and strode toward the door. “Meet me in the ritual room in an hour. I recommend skipping lunch. The tests I will run on you to discover your malady tend to empty the stomach.”

      One last glance out of the corner of his eye showed her to be visibly shaken. Despite her lifted chin and steel spine, he did not miss the goose bumps along her skin. Smug satisfaction filled him as he strode from the room and down the hall to his chambers.

      Still, he didn’t take a full breath until he was safely behind its locked door.
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      Only when Nathaniel was out of earshot did Clarissa release her held breath and allow herself to shuffle backward and plop down hard on the bed. She leaned forward, her head between her knees, swearing repeatedly under her breath. She’d wanted to call his bluff, to gain an inch of power in this situation by appealing to his desire for her.

      She’d failed miserably. He’d rejected her outright, which meant that despite the heart-shaped smoke she’d seen at the bookstore and his physical response, he was well and truly over her. His negative emotions toward her must trump any physical attraction. Which meant any hope of reigniting the feelings he’d once had for her in order to make this experience easier was dead.

      Probably for the best, considering she hadn’t counted on his presence reigniting feelings in her instead.

      When he’d walked into her room, for a second she was back in the quiet moments of their affair. Nathaniel stalking toward her was something out of a dream or a nightmare. Her body had betrayed her at the sight of his muscles rolling beneath his tailored suit, his sheer size radiating dominance across the room. Her stomach had fluttered. Heat had blossomed between her thighs. Her bra had felt suffocatingly tight.

      Truly, some part of her had wanted him to take her when she’d removed her dress. Oh, she’d meant for it to come off as brave, a cynical jab at him for barging in on her without knocking, but feeling his heat against her skin, the smoky scent of his special blend of tobacco mixed with the underlying spice of dragon in her nose, she’d wanted him to give in to the fire that clearly still burned between them. She’d been stupid. She should have known he’d never have sex with her under such dubious circumstances. Nathaniel was many things, but he would never coerce a woman into his bed.

      Too bad she’d lost this round. Her skin still burned from the memory of him. Her heart was a scorched wasteland from his rejection.

      Fuck.

      She set a timer on her phone. One hour. Sixty short minutes until she found out exactly what sort of punishment he had in store for her.

      A thought niggled at the back of her brain and she pushed it aside. There was more to this than physical rejection, but she refused to examine those feelings. Hell no. She pushed herself up and stumbled to her suitcase, pulling on a pair of sweats and a T-shirt. Whatever Nate had in mind for this afternoon, she suspected his warning about her stomach wasn’t an exaggeration. She washed the makeup off her face in the adjoining bathroom and pulled her hair into a ponytail.

      Her black roots formed a stark halo around her face, blending into the platinum highlights toward a completely blond tail. She looked like hell. Along with a set of dark circles under her eyes, her skin appeared pale and lifeless in the bathroom light. The only ones who should see her like this were Ben & Jerry—and not the real people, but the picture on the side of the pint of Cherry Garcia she wished she was curled around right now.

      All too soon, the timer on her phone went off. She swallowed down her apprehension and padded toward the ritual room on shaking legs. This was going to hurt in more ways than one. By the time she got to the secret door behind the kitchen, she was trembling everywhere and relieved he’d propped it open. She wasn’t sure she could remember the procedure to trigger the lock in her current state.

      He was there, waiting inside, seated at a table laden with jars and glassware, under a ceiling covered with dried, hanging herbs. With a wave of his hand, the door to the kitchen slammed closed and sealed behind her. The sound made her jump. She drew in a deep, fortifying breath and tried to relax.

      Nothing about this room was calming. The walls were lined with shelves holding every manner of magical ingredient. Dried lizards and preserved eels. Animal skulls. Candles. Blood. The heady scent of magic filled the air, thick and vegetative, with the edge of smoke that always followed Nathaniel. This was the devil’s workshop, and she had volunteered her soul to suffer his torment.

      Bright amethyst eyes locked on her, their former gray color now purple with his use of power. He stirred a small cauldron on the bench in front of him and never missed a stroke as he commanded, “Please stand within the symbol.”

      Her gaze drifted to the floor. A triangle was sketched in chalk there with mystical shapes drawn at its apexes.

      “Nathaniel, what is this symbol?”

      “Ancient arcane magic.”

      “What does it do?”

      “You’re wasting time, Clarissa.”

      With one last tentative glance in his direction, she slowly and carefully stepped into the triangle. Power scraped against her skin. Experimentally, she reached her hand toward the chalk line, and her fingers bumped an invisible force. As she’d feared, once inside the boundaries, she could not exit the symbol.

      “In order to solve your problem,” Nathaniel said from his place at the workbench, “I need to know what caused it. I’ve prepared a series of potions. If one binds to a specific curse within your body, I’ll know what type of magic was used to hinder your voice. The symbol will then reveal the curse’s location inside you. Once we know both the magical origin and the placement, we can set about neutralizing it or removing it.”

      A chill traveled through her at the thought of Nathaniel removing her body parts to get at the curse. She closed her eyes to stop that train of thought. “All right. So I just stand here and drink what you give me?”

      It occurred to her how vulnerable she was. He could do anything to her in this room and no one would know. Not even Tom. No one would ever find her. No one would hear her scream. She trusted that Nathaniel wouldn’t hurt her on purpose—he couldn’t, thanks to the boundaries of the blood bond and the magical contract of sanctuary—but accidents happened when it came to magic.

      “Who do you know with motivation to curse your voice?” Nathaniel asked.

      “The only one I can think of is Eva Hart. My latest single has been leaving hers in the dust on the charts all month.”

      “If memory serves, Eva is a witch, yes?”

      She nodded once. Glass clinked against glass as he retrieved a vessel of questionable cleanliness from his collection and poured a finger’s height of green liquid into the bottom. “This won’t narrow it down to Eva, but it will tell us if it was a witch who cursed you.”

      He handed it to her inside the symbol. Apparently he could reach in even though she couldn’t reach out. Great. “Ugh. It smells like…”

      “Possum urine,” he said. “I never promised this would be pleasant.”

      She breathed through her mouth to lessen the stench. “I drink this and then what happens?”

      “As I mentioned, this potion will bind to the curse and show us where in the body the spell abides—at least if a witch is responsible. If I can see it, the shape and color glowing through your skin, I should be able to research its origins and find a cure.”

      She nodded. It sounded like a good plan despite the smell. She raised the glass to her lips but paused without drinking. “What happens if it wasn’t a witch who cursed me?”

      “If the potion doesn’t bind, it will find its way back out of the body.” He tipped his head as if his meaning should be obvious, then backed up and kicked a silver rubbish bin in her direction. It skidded to a stop at her feet.

      Great. Taking one more shaky breath, she raised the glass in his direction. “Here’s hoping that Eva is the culprit.”

      She tossed it back like a shot and swallowed it down. The taste that coated her throat made her gag, but the feel of the spell careening through her body was far worse. Worms, like giant, squishy caterpillars, crawled and writhed up and down each of her limbs. She screamed and clawed at her skin to no avail. The magic wriggled in her veins.

      And then, when the worming had burrowed down to her toes and back again, it gathered in the pit of her stomach. All at once, it rose in her throat. She heaved into the bucket, her forehead breaking out in a dense sweat.

      Although she hadn’t drunk but an ounce of the brew, she filled the bottom of the bucket. Her head throbbed.

      “Not another witch,” Nathaniel said dryly, tapping his chin. “It’s possible the hair had nothing to do with it. Perhaps when the woman touched you, she cursed you. Maybe a nymph or a sprite?”

      He took the glass from her, strode to the bench, and returned with it a quarter full of glowing blue elixir.

      “A little heavy on the pour, wouldn’t you say?” she grumbled.

      “The amount required for the spell is based on your weight.” He arched a devilish eyebrow.

      Asshole. She gave him her most stinging glare and tossed back the shot. This one felt like ice in her veins, and she shivered violently as it coursed through her body. It came back up her throat with force and swirled in the bucket like a blue whirlpool.

      “No. No. That’s not it either.” Nathaniel took the glass from her sweaty hand.

      Clarissa’s head swam and her tongue went numb. She sank to her knees within the triangle. Her heart pounded like a restless prisoner against the cage of her ribs.

      “Is there a problem, Ms. Black?” Nathaniel asked tersely. He’d returned with something purple and sludgy. Her gaze locked with his and she forced any weakness from her expression.

      “No,” she croaked defiantly. She took the glass from his outstretched hand and tossed it back. It barely hit her stomach before her limbs turned to concrete. What poured out of her mouth a moment later resembled a giant slug. “What was that a test for?”

      “A spell that involved vampire blood.”

      She leaned her hands on the bucket. “I need some water.”

      “It’s better if you don’t drink. It will dilute the magic. Besides, there are only two more.” He left and returned with a fluorescent-orange elixir. Nuclear mango juice. “Fairy magic.”

      This time she had to pant to build up her courage. She tossed it back and forced herself to swallow. Instantly her entire body vibrated like it was filled with Pop Rocks. She waited.

      When nothing happened, her eyes shifted to Nathaniel’s. “I’m not throwing up. Maybe this is our answ—”

      Vomit careened through her lips so fast and hard that she missed the bucket and slid backward on her knees. She fell forward, her hands landing in it.

      “Water, please, Nate…” She was dying. Her mouth tasted like ash, and it was becoming difficult simply to remain upright. Every muscle in her body ached.

      “Last one.”

      She thought concern flitted across his expression, but it was gone before she could be sure. He shoved a red elixir that reminded her of cherry cough syrup into the symbol.

      “Can’t we just assume this is it?” she asked through a raspy, sore throat.

      “No. If this fails, it means this isn’t a curse but something else. Perhaps you’re legitimately sick. Some kind of witch disease.”

      Her hands were shaking so hard she had to use both of them to lift the glass to her lips. The syrupy red liquid smelled like sulfur. With every drop of willpower she had left, she forced herself to swallow. It burned going down.

      The pain when it hit her stomach folded her in half and coaxed a scream from her lips. Her skin was on fire! She broke into a sweat and rolled onto her side, her breath coming in ragged pants. Tears streamed from her eyes. It hurt. It felt as if every drop of moisture had been wrung from her veins.

      She waited and the torture gradually faded.

      “By the Mountain,” Nathaniel said under his breath.

      Her hands glowed red. She tried to stand but failed. Her head was spinning. Still, it was impossible to miss the bright crimson lighting her from within.

      “It’s in my bones,” she rasped. She wanted to ask him what had cursed her. What did the red mean? But black dots swam in her vision, and then her head cracked against the floor and everything went dark.
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      “Drink. More. You still look green.” Nathaniel struggled to keep his emotional walls up as he supported Clarissa’s back and brought a bottle of sports drink to her lips. Seeing her pale and fragile against the white sheets, her limbs limp, her lips cracking, was almost enough to break his resolve.

      At first watching her endure the effects of his test was cathartic. She’d hurt him in indescribable ways; it was her turn to hurt. He’d enjoyed it for about two minutes. But all too soon, the table-turning lost its appeal. Although the test had been necessary, he did not enjoy watching her heave her guts out or collapse on the floor. Carrying her to her room had proved a significant emotional hurdle. She’d draped almost lifeless in his arms, and the panic that rose at the feel of her against his chest truly was more punishment for him than for her.

      “Orange. My least favorite,” she mumbled before chugging the rest of the bottle.

      He lowered her head to the pillow, took the empty, and handed her another. “This isn’t a hotel or an American restaurant. You can’t have it your way.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “You’ve made that perfectly clear.”

      He backed away from the bed and reflexively reached for the pipe in his pocket, then thought twice about lighting it in her presence and left it where it was.

      “What did the red elixir test for?” Clarissa asked. “What type of magic cursed me?”

      Waves of exhaustion washed over Nathaniel. He had to tell her although the thought disturbed him to his core. “You’ve been cursed by dragon magic.”

      “Dragon— How certain are you?”

      “Absolutely certain.”

      Their eyes met. What little color she had drained from her cheeks.

      “Do you have any idea who might have done this?” she asked him in an unsteady voice.

      “No.”

      “Nathaniel… did you do this to get back at me?” Her last word was nothing but a breath.

      “Give me some credit, Clarissa. I didn’t even know you were in London until this morning.”

      Her lips pressed together, but she seemed to believe him. “Someone from the order?”

      “Not that I know of. There’s no love lost between you and the others though. I’m afraid you’ve thoroughly burned your bridges. Still, it’s hard to believe anyone would bother with a curse now. Why not years ago? Why not when you first left us? I’m quite certain any animosity they might have held for you has only dulled with time.”

      “But they do hate me.” She snorted. “My God, it’s been a decade. That’s a long time to hold a grudge.”

      “Is that what you think? You think this is a grudge?” He motioned between them, the muscles in his forehead tightening.

      “What else would you call it?”

      He growled. Why was he still in this room, rehashing ancient history? “Enough. Get some rest. Tomorrow we’ll work on finding a cure, and before you know it you’ll be off again and able to put this whole nightmarish event behind you.”

      Without another word or glance in her direction, he strode from the room to the sound of her quiet protestations.

      The woman was infuriating. Having her here, talking to her like this, it was opening old wounds. He needed to fix her and send her on her way. Nothing would feel normal until he did.

      Nathaniel strode into his library and nabbed his tarot cards from his desk. He’d always had an affinity for magic. While his brothers were busy training in the fighting pits, he’d often sneak off to watch his mother experiment with spells. By the time he was an adolescent, he’d practiced several with her, even created works of magic that she’d transcribed in her grimoire.

      Dragon magic lived in his skin and in his scales, but aside from strength, speed, invisibility, and the ability to ward treasure, most dragons couldn’t perform magic in the way a witch could. Most. He and his mother had found a way. Symbol by symbol and incantation by incantation, they’d discovered ways to use their own magic as a battery to fuel arcane rituals and potions. Witches drew on the elements, fairies drew on living things—dragons had to draw on themselves.

      His mother had helped him develop the foundations of this magic, but over time he’d learned that combining his strengths with those of human witches and wizards greatly increased his effectiveness. With a few tools he’d developed with the help of the order, he could more easily focus his energy, the pipe from Warwick being a perfect example.

      He fished it from his pocket and emptied it into the copper bowl on his desk. There was a package glittering on his ink blotter, next to the shadow mail candle he kept there. He turned over the tag.

      To dull the pain. Best, Warwick.

      He pulled the bow and unwrapped the brown-paper packaging. Inside, pipe tobacco with a lovely purple tint released its aroma into the air.

      There was nothing he’d like better than to numb the pain right now. Numb the ache in his chest. He loaded up his pipe and took a few draws. The calming qualities of the tobacco kicked in quickly, thank the Mountain. Warwick’s blend gave everything a nice rosy hue. Just the level of clarity he needed.

      Clarissa had been cursed using dragon magic. It was the last thing he’d suspected. The only people he knew who practiced dragon magic in this area were in the order. He hated to believe that one of them would have done something like this without his consent, but she’d left them, abandoned the order and taken her magic with her, in the same way she’d left him.

      He rubbed his chin. He had to admit it was possible that one of them heard she was doing a show in London and decided to mess with her out of some need for revenge or disjointed loyalty. That wouldn’t do. If that was the case, the fastest way to be rid of her was to devise a plan to out the guilty party and force them to lift the curse.

      He almost hoped the offender was among their ranks. The alternative was something he didn’t want to think about. Nathaniel was one of eight dragon siblings on this, the third rock from the sun, and the other seven he hadn’t seen in a very long time. He couldn’t imagine why one of them would do anything like this, but if it was another dragon, that would be a difficult curse to break indeed.

      Smoke from his pipe curled into question marks above his head. He wasn’t a detective or a psychic, but that didn’t mean he had no tools to divine the future. He shuffled his deck of tarot cards and squared them.

      “How do I find who did this to her?” He flipped the top card.

      Temperance. The card depicted Michael, the archangel of healing, straddling two worlds, water and earth in front of a long winding path. The angel was pouring liquid between two cups.

      “Bloody hell.” This was a card about unification. It symbolized harmony, grace, and forgiveness. Well, if the spirits were requiring him to welcome Clarissa back with open arms in order to find her cure, everyone would be disappointed. She could just live her life without her singing voice if it came down to that.

      But as he stared longer at the card, he noticed the two flowers in the background. Iris flowers. They represented the goddess of rainbows. It was said that Zeus would sometimes make Iris go to the underworld to fill a golden jug from the river Styx and would require each of the gods to drink from it. If he or she had lied, they would fall over breathless for a year.

      The card wasn’t talking about him welcoming her back after all. This card was suggesting a test, just like the golden jug. A test of the Order of the Dragon. What he needed was a ritual that would draw out the guilty party.

      A smile spread his lips. He tipped the card back onto the pile. He knew exactly the ritual that would accomplish his goal, and it would have the delicious side benefit of making Clarissa very uncomfortable.
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      Clarissa couldn’t sleep. Her insides ached as if she’d been turned inside out, scrubbed raw, and put back together. Not only did the remnants of nausea leave her tossing and turning in the cool sheets, but a gnawing hunger left her feeling hollow.

      The half-moon bathed her room in ecru light. Her room. That was a slip of the mind. This room was no longer hers. It was the place she was staying, and as soon as Nathaniel broke the curse, a place she’d never see again. For some reason, that particular realization made her eyes prick with tears.

      Her stomach growled. Nathaniel was probably asleep. She could sneak down to the kitchen and try to prepare something. Who was she kidding? Tempest would surely catch her and send her back up here without a bite to eat. She covered her eyes with her hands. What had she been thinking, forcing his hand and claiming sanctuary? Why would he be compassionate to her after what she put him through?

      Nathaniel hated her and he was going to make this hell until she voluntarily left or her rights to sanctuary were fulfilled.

      Worse, she deserved to be hated. He had bared his soul to her the last time she was here. He’d told her what it meant for his inner dragon to want her as his mate. If what he said was true, had she accepted the bond, he would go to his death loving her. She had no reason not to believe him. He’d never lied to her. And the way he’d loved her had proven to be his singular focus. His loyalty and devotion to her had been unfailing over the year she’d spent here.

      And his reward for the devotion was her leaving him without so much as a goodbye. Oh, she’d had her reasons. It had all made sense at the time. But she’d been brutal in her abandonment, telling herself that she wasn’t doing anything to him that hadn’t been done to her in the past. And wasn’t it for the best? She’d been too young for a permanent commitment.

      Only, her lack of maturity had caused her to end things in the cruelest way. Truly she regretted it now, seeing it through her adult eyes. And here she was, crawling back with her tail between her legs and forcing him to take her in.

      Thirst left her tongue stuck to the top of her mouth. Were her tears making it worse? Everything in her neck and chest felt tight, as if a ball were lodged in her throat. The feeling only made her cry harder. She whimpered, unable to hold back her sobs.

      The silver candle beside the bed flamed to life, and she clapped a hand over her mouth. Shadow mail. Nathaniel had invented the enchanted candles that could be used to exchange messages or even pass items between them. When she’d first come here, he used to use them to flirt with her late into the night. He must have heard her crying and was probably going to chew her out for it.

      The shadows on the end table swirled and twisted, transforming from flat, two-dimensional gradients of black and ecru to three-dimensional charcoal curls. The individual strands braided and meshed into a dark cloud the size of a small box. When the smoke cleared and the candle blew itself out, there was a sandwich and a bottle of ginger ale in its wake.

      Seeing the food was a relief and also made her tears stream faster. Nathaniel had sent this. The oreads did not use shadow mail. They had no need to. The thought that he’d put his animosity aside to provide her what she needed squeezed her heart. She didn’t deserve it.

      She moved the food to the desk to clear a spot on the end table, then opened the drawer. The box of matches was still there. With a flick, one blazed to life and she brought it to the candle’s wick. She waited until the glow splashed across the wood.

      Dipping her finger into the shadows, she wrote thank you with her fingertip. She hoped and prayed the candle would still work despite her lack of magic. A sigh of relief broke her lips as the shadow writing coiled up and dissolved in the flame. A few seconds later, his response painted itself in wispy letters across the surface. Stop crying and eat.

      The flame hissed and blew itself out.

      She wiped her eyes and reached for the sandwich.
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      Later that night, Clarissa finally slept, a deep, dreamless sleep like she used to enjoy when she lived at Mistwood full-time. She missed it. It was the kind of sleep that only came from knowing she was perfectly safe. After she’d eaten the sandwich Nathaniel had made for her, she’d known that for sure. He wouldn’t have fed her if he truly loathed her and wished she were dead.

      No. That wasn’t exactly true. He likely did hate her, but at least he didn’t intend to torture her.

      She dressed in a pair of sweats and a T-shirt and grabbed her athletic shoes. There was one thing she had to know, and a quick walk before breakfast would tell her what she needed.

      Tempest met her on the stairs, although he didn’t reveal himself to her. She heard his footsteps and smelled his eucalyptus scent. His disembodied voice was clipped when he addressed her. “If you want breakfast, you can make your own.”

      “I didn’t ask you for anything,” she replied firmly.

      A current of air brushed her skin and she knew he’d moved past. She descended to the main floor. It was late morning. Nathaniel would be gone by now, opening up Relics and Runes. It was the perfect time to find out how bad things really were between them.

      She slipped on her shoes and jogged out the front door, her feet crunching on the gravel of the wooded drive and then the path that led to the orchard. The first trees were a half mile out from the manor, and by the time she reached the edge, her stomach was growling fiercely. She wished she’d thought to rummage in the kitchen for something before she’d taken on this quest.

      The scent of blossoms met her nose. It was the middle of summer, and the trees were heavy with fruit and nuts. Nathaniel once told her that anywhere a dragon lived for an extended amount of time became infused with magic. It wasn’t just the wards he’d placed around the property to conceal it from the world and protect it from those who would do it harm. Mystic energy oozed from his presence. It was in the air here. In the soil. In the water.

      When she’d left, it had taken a full month for her body to adjust.

      She followed the winding dirt path through the trees. Walnut, peach, olive, fig. She remembered the first time she was here and noticed that one particular tree seemed to be missing. She’d joked with Nathaniel about it, being an American and noticing the omission.

      And then she’d bought him one as a gift.

      She turned the corner and reached the center of the orchard. Breath whooshed from her lungs.

      A mature orange tree spread its branches over a well-manicured circular mound of earth and mulch. Her tree. A citrus tree like this could not naturally survive in this climate. It took magic and care to keep it alive. Had Nathaniel truly hated her, he would have ripped it out by the roots or cast a spell to deprive it of magic and let it wither and die. But he hadn’t. The tree practically glowed and the branches bent, laden with fruit.

      “The flesh is red.”

      Clarissa whirled to find Nathaniel behind her, dressed in jeans and a gray T-shirt that somehow managed to look sophisticated on him. His horse, Diablo, grazed along the trail. She hadn’t heard him coming. Suspicious, considering his mode of transportation.

      “I didn’t hear you ride up.”

      His eyes narrowed, and the corner of his mouth quirked. “I can be rather stealthy when I want to be. What are you doing out here?”

      She nodded toward the tree. “Thought I’d see what had become of it. The flesh is supposed to be red, you know. It’s a blood orange tree.”

      Nathaniel’s wings unfurled from his back with a snap, and he flew to the top of the tree to pluck two fruits from the branches. He drifted back down and tossed one to her. “I enjoy them occasionally, although most of what we grow in the orchard is donated to the local food bank.”

      A talon sprouted from the first knuckle of his right hand, and he peeled his orange in a few careful swipes, allowing the thick rind to fall to the pebbles near his feet. She noticed the path was littered with dried peels. Someone must partake of the fruit regularly enough.

      “I thought you’d be at work by now.”

      He shrugged. “Have been and returned. It is almost noon, Ms. Black. The world still grinds along while you are sleeping.”

      “But… I thought the shop was open into the evening.” Clarissa tried not to make her disappointment obvious, but having him here meant he’d probably want to continue his magical interventions for her problem. She wasn’t ready to have her stomach drained of its contents again so soon.

      “My protégé is working the rest of the day while I devote my afternoon to researching your ailment. It’s best not to sit on problems like these. The sooner one can break a curse, the less time it has to take hold.”

      She nodded. “If it truly is dragon magic that was used to curse me, you should be able to neutralize it, right? No one knows this type of magic better than you.”

      He frowned. “Unfortunately, all the test tells us is that a dragon’s blood, scales, or breath were used as a catalyst. The spell itself may be extremely complex. It would have to be considering it has taken root in your bones.”

      “So not an easy fix.”

      He shook his head. “Not unless we find the perpetrator.”

      “Warwick never enjoyed my company.”

      “Warwick would not curse you.”

      “You don’t know what Warwick is capable of or the rest of the order. It has to be someone.”

      “Yes.” Nathaniel scrutinized her as the silence stretched between them.

      She dug her nails into the skin of the orange in her hands. “I wasn’t sure my gift would still be here.”

      He lowered his chin, his brows becoming two dark slashes. “Why wouldn’t it be here?”

      She took a deep breath and shrugged her shoulders. “I thought since you hated me you might have torn it out by the roots or allowed it to waste away.”

      He considered that for a moment, tore off a section of orange, and brought it to his lips. “There was a time I thought I hated you.”

      She swallowed at the intensity in his eyes but remained silent.

      “It started as fear. I thought you’d been abducted the day you disappeared. No note. No explanation.”

      “I’m sorry. I… I was afraid I’d chicken out and not go through with it if I had to face you… I—”

      He acted like he hadn’t heard her. “I called in everyone in the magical community, even supernatural acquaintances working for Scotland Yard. Then I received your letter and realized to my shock and embarrassment that you hadn’t gone missing at all. You’d simply left me.”

      “There was nothing simple about it,” she said softly.

      The air in the orchard seemed to drop a few degrees. Unlike the night before when his anger had raised the temperature in the room, now he seemed to be putting off a chill. His gray eyes were cold as ice.

      “After your letter, I explained to the order what had happened. We had to restructure several of the rituals we’d developed together while you were here. You see, I no longer had a partner. Our circle was out of balance. You can’t blame them for hating you. They all took a hit to their magical reserves, not to mention the time and energy.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that.” Until now she hadn’t thought much about the effects of removing herself from the order, but the blood bond they shared did fuel their magic. She winced as understanding sent a pang of guilt through her and twisted her stomach.

      “My fear for your safety turned to anger. And I did hate you at first. But with time, my anger turned to sadness, then acceptance. I came to understand that your quest for fame was your number one priority, one for which you would pay any price.”

      Not any price. She kept the stray thought to herself. Saying it would make it sound like he was something she’d been willing to sacrifice, a price easily paid. But it hadn’t been easy, and there had been so much more to it than simply wanting fame. She glanced down at the path, focused on the dried remains of an orange peel.

      “Never in all that time, Ms. Black, or in any of those stages of letting you go, did I think watching an innocent, healthy tree die would ease my pain.” He popped another slice of orange in his mouth, his fingers red with the juice, red as blood.

      “So then you don’t… hate me?” She rubbed her palms together and lifted her gaze to his.

      “No.” He blinked. “I’m indifferent.”

      The word punched surprisingly sharp into her heart.

      “I resisted your coming here because I worried it might rip open old wounds. But I’m pleased to inform you that it seems I’ve healed quite completely.” He raised the remains of his orange, pointing to the tree with one finger. “The tree stays. You will go. Once I fix you, that is. And I find I’m okay with that.” He inserted another slice between his teeth. “Enjoy your orange, Ms. Black.”

      He mounted Diablo and rode away.
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      It took everything Nathaniel had to keep riding away from Clarissa and the orange tree. He thanked the Mountain she hadn’t asked why he was there. The truth was, he liked to go in the morning, just as the sun filtered through the trees, and remember the day she’d given it to him.

      They’d been lovers for a few months when she’d discovered that he’d never celebrated a birthday. Such a human thing, birthdays. When you were immortal, the number of years since one’s birth seemed far less important. Besides, although he knew the day and year in Paragon, it didn’t translate exactly to Earth years. The closest he could say was sometime in the summer.

      So she’d chosen a day, and he’d come home from work to a dinner she’d made with her own hands: chops that could be used as hockey pucks, some undercooked red potatoes, and a paste she said was peas. It was the best meal he’d ever eaten. She’d followed it up with a lopsided chocolate cake with a single candle.

      She stopped him before he cut into it. “Wait, I have to sing to you. There’s a song.”

      “Ah, yes, the human birthday song. I have heard of it.” He folded his arms and sat back in his chair.

      The candle flickered to life with her first note. Happy Birthday to you…

      The flame jumped from the wick and turned into a dragon. As she sang, her magic carried the tiny beast around the room, swooping and soaring, doing backflips for his amusement. When she finally reached the last note of the song, the dragon dove headfirst into the candle and turned back into a normal flame on a flickering wick.

      She clapped.

      “That was wonderful. Thank you. I see the draw of this birthday ritual,” he said.

      “Now you blow the candle out and make a wish.” Her blue eyes danced over a bright and beaming smile.

      “A wish?”

      “Yes. You get a wish. Don’t tell anyone or it might not come true. Actually, I wished for real parents when I was nine and I spent the rest of my life in foster care, so there are no guarantees here. Your chances are about the same as wishing on a falling star, but it is tradition, so give it a go.”

      The memory of the soft blush of her skin in the candle’s warm glow warmed his heart. Everything about her seemed soft where he was hard, warm where he was cold. She’d been a powerful witch wrapped in the moss-and-lily-scented body of a goddess. He’d blown out that candle and wished for just one thing—her. Even back then, two full months before he’d offered her the bond, he’d wanted her to be his.

      After cake, she’d walked him out to the orchard where Tempest had helped her plant the tree. It was only a sapling back then. Barely three branches on its skinny trunk. But with the help of his magic, it had grown into a beautiful, mature tree.

      He regretted that no amount of magic could have done the same for their fledgling relationship. He ran his hand down his throat and headed for his study. One thing was for certain—he’d lied to her. Nothing about him was indifferent. Having her here had ripped the scab off his wound. Everything hurt. He needed to fix her magic soon and send her on her way. If he failed, her nearness might just destroy him.
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      “Fresh rosemary!” Avery ran her fingers through the prickly leaves of the plant in front of the bookshop and brought them to her nose. “Mmm. I love the smell.”

      Rowan opened the door to the place and waited for her to enter. “I hear there is some sort of superstition about it keeping evil out. Not that I believe in human myths.”

      “Relics and Runes,” Avery read off the window. “This sounds like the place to learn about human myths.”

      “It should be. Cecil Court is also called Publisher’s Row. This street and this bookstore have been here since the late seventeenth century. Everything I’ve learned from my colleagues suggests that this is the premiere source for books on all things supernatural in London.”

      Avery stepped inside and gaped in wonder at the shelves of books on witchcraft and the occult. The city where she was from, New Orleans, had no shortage of references on the occult, but there was something different about this place. She walked deeper into the store and tried to put her finger on exactly what it was. And then it hit her. In New Orleans, most of the shops seemed to cater to tourists with kitschy gris-gris bags prominently displayed to bring people riches or luck in love. This place was designed for practitioners, filled with thick textbooks and magazines, crystals, cards, and herbs clearly labeled but offered without explanation. This store wasn’t about novelty but ritual.

      “Welcome to Relics and Runes,” a voice said from the direction of the register.

      Avery turned to face a young man who was dusting something in the front window. “Hello.” She narrowed her gaze on his nametag. “Albert.”

      He smiled at her and the faintest blush stained his cheeks. “Can I help you find something?” His voice cracked at the end of the sentence and ended in a bit of squeak.

      “Actually, I was wondering if you had any resources on dragon myths and legends in the area.”

      “Oh, sure we do. Come, follow me.” Albert led her around the counter and down a flight of stairs. “Actually, I wish the owner was here. He’s sort of an expert in tales about supernatural creatures. Unfortunately, he’s out indefinitely on personal emergency.”

      “Oh, that’s terrible.”

      “Between you, me, and the lamppost, I think he might’ve needed a holiday to calm the nerves. Guy’s a bit high-strung if you catch my drift.”

      She nodded.

      “Here you are, right between the books on lycanthropy and spirit animals.”

      “Thank you. I can take it from here.” She began perusing the books but felt him staring at the side of her face. She paused and turned her head slowly to look at him again. “Is there something wrong? Do I need to be supervised in this section or something?”

      He laughed through his nose and ended in a snort. “Actually… uh… would you care to have tea? I mean, sometime, when you are available?”

      Avery did a double take and noticed the interested look in the boy’s eyes. He wasn’t her type and seemed quite a bit younger than her, but she’d worked in the service industry long enough to have plenty of experience with unwanted advances. As they went, this one was harmless.

      “You seem like a nice person, but the truth is, I’m just visiting from America and my schedule is booked. I’m sorry.”

      He nodded quickly behind a toothy grin. “Well, all right then. Can’t blame a chap for tryin’.” He turned to go but paused to snap a selfie with her in the background. She caught a frame of herself staring stupidly in his direction on his screen before he jogged up the stairs.

      She shook her head. Men. Turning back to the shelf, she ran her finger along the spines of the books in front of her. Dragon Tarot, Dragon Meditations, Dragon Magic, Dragon Folklore. That’s it. She slid the hefty book on myths and legends of dragons in the United Kingdom from the shelf just as Rowan jogged down the stairs.

      “Found it!” Avery said, holding up the book.

      Rowan’s eyes widened and roved around the basement room. There were as many shelves down here as upstairs, but the air was a bit stale, as if the room saw less use.

      Avery reached out and rubbed Rowan’s shoulder. “Hey, are you okay? You look sort of… distressed.”

      Rowan came fully into the basement and searched the rows of shelves. They were the only two customers down here, which was good because the level of agitation Rowan was putting off would make anyone nervous.

      “Rowan? Rowan?” Avery’s stomach dropped. Something had definitely rattled the dragon.

      “Do you smell that?” Rowan wrinkled her nose.

      “Smell what?” Avery balked at the intensity in Rowan’s eyes. Their amber color seemed to darken with her mood.

      “Smoky male. I think another dragon has been here recently.”

      Avery frowned. “Seriously?” She looked over both shoulders.

      “Not that recently.” Rowan rolled her eyes. “The scent is muddled by the herbs and tobacco residue. I could barely smell it upstairs. It’s almost like he might have tried to cover it up.”

      “Do you think one of your siblings might have been here?”

      Rowan planted her hands on her hips and shrugged. “Anything’s possible.” Her gaze flicked to the book in her hand. “Let’s go pay for that. I need to talk to Alexander.”

      They climbed the stairs and Avery handed the book to the boy, whose cheeks reddened the moment he saw her.

      “Good choice,” he said, scanning the back. “That’ll be nineteen quid.”

      Rowan handed him her credit card.

      While he was ringing her up, Avery noticed a box of stones on the counter and ran her fingers over each of the different sections. Some felt hot, some cold, and some tingled where her skin brushed a smooth edge. She frowned, thinking of the orb Aborella had tricked her into wearing. Stones could hold curses and charms. She moved her hand away nervously.

      “Who owns this store, Albert?” Rowan asked.

      “Man’s name is Clarke. He’s off for a few days. As I mentioned to your friend here, he’s takin’ care of some personal items.” He bagged the book and handed it to her.

      “Right. Thank you.” Rowan sniffed as if trying to clear her nose to get a better whiff. She led the way toward the door.

      “Call or stop by if there’s anything else I can do for you,” Albert called. “I’m at your service.”
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      Whatever Aborella had done to Raven had drained her. Her limbs felt heavy, as if she’d been emptied of all her blood. The worst part was seeing Gabriel’s face. He was bereft. She’d been mated to him long enough now to know that this was his personal nightmare. A dragon’s heart beat to protect his mate, and this was completely out of his control.

      “Raven, how do you feel?” Gabriel asked quietly.

      She placed a hand on his cheek and lied. “I’m okay.” With his help, she staggered to her feet. “I don’t know how they got their hands on that spell or why it worked, but they took my magic. I’ve nothing left.”

      “Fuck.” Gabriel’s face twisted into a mask of rage. “If we ever get out of this, I’ll kill her.”

      Tobias groaned. “Let’s focus on the getting-out-of-this part. Killing her can wait for another day.”

      Raven stumbled to the pile of garments. She held up the smallest of the sets. The tunic and wide-legged pants were black with embroidered flowers and colorful dragons. “This feels like silk.”

      “Vilt, I’m sure. Mommy dearest wouldn’t approve of anything less in her presence,” Tobias said.

      “What is this all about?” Raven asked. “I get why she took my power, but why dress us up if she plans to execute us?”

      Gabriel sighed. “Mother has always had a yen for the dramatic. She’ll want us looking our best for the Highborn Court before she beheads us.”

      Raven hadn’t heard the name Highborn Court before, but the meaning seemed clear enough. “You think she’ll execute us in front of the Paragonian aristocracy?”

      “Not just Paragonian,” Gabriel explained. “The Highborn Court is comprised of the wealthiest and most powerful families from the five kingdoms. Each of them also belongs to lesser courts in their own kingdoms, but the Highborns reign over them all. They are Eleanor’s greatest supporters, the ones who benefit the most from her keeping her hold over the five kingdoms and the most likely to want to maintain the status quo.”

      Tobias gathered a cobalt-colored tunic and black pants from the pile and began to dress. “She wants something more than our heads. Call it a hunch.”

      Gabriel swore under his breath. “I don’t know whether to hope you’re right or wrong. I’d like us all to live to see another day, but if she’s keeping us alive for a reason, her motives are surely nefarious.” He snatched up the remaining pair of black pants and the emerald tunic. After dressing quickly, he spread his wings and wrapped them around Raven to give her privacy while she changed.

      “Thank you,” she whispered as she removed her dress. It was impossible to believe that she’d given birth only two days ago. She ran her fingers along the white scar that ran from her ribs to her hipbone. Although she’d been magically healed, it looked like she’d been disemboweled using a dull shovel. On top of loose skin and the added weight of a recent pregnancy, her abdomen sagged and rolled like something out of a horror movie. Even healing magic couldn’t fix that. And her breasts hurt. Why did her breasts hurt? It wasn’t as if she needed to nurse the egg.

      “Beautiful,” Gabriel said.

      She raised her gaze to his and found nothing but warmth and more than a little male heat in his eyes. She pressed a kiss under his jaw, then dressed in the pants and hip-length tunic, which tied with a belt. There were no shoes provided. Well enough. The cool floor felt good in the hot room.

      “It’s best not to offer any information,” Gabriel whispered in her ear.

      She knew exactly what he meant. “I know.”

      A wave of heartbreak overcame her, and she swallowed the lump in her throat. He meant she couldn’t talk about the baby. Words did not need to be spoken for her to know that denying the egg’s existence was their best course of action right now. Aborella hadn’t seen the egg. She couldn’t prove Raven had given birth to a living heir. That meant silence was their best option, followed by a convincing lie that the pregnancy was unsuccessful. But she couldn’t stop her heart from aching.

      He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her temple. “Someday things will be as they should be.”

      She met his gaze, hers misty with unshed tears, and knew in her heart that if he had any say in it, they would be.

      Four guards returned, opened the cell door, and ordered them to follow. Without another word, they ushered them down a lengthy stretch of hall and then up a round staircase. They’d been imprisoned three stories underground. Raven was relieved when the air grew cooler as they ascended.

      She didn’t miss how Gabriel and Tobias surrounded her, placing their bodies between her and the weapons hanging from the guards’ hips. It was sweet how they protected her, not that it would matter in the end. If the empress wanted them dead, they’d be dead. Every single one of them. And without her magic, there was nothing she could do about it.

      Finally the guards unlocked a door that opened into the palace proper and led them down another polished obsidian hall to a dining room that rivaled anything from Raven’s experience or her imagination. The table was made of a single slab of deep red wood with an odd zigzagging grain that was both exotic and beautiful. The plates glittered solid gold, surrounded by silverware inset with multicolored jewels. At the center of the table, silver candelabra with white candles flickered in the soft light. Everything seemed to sparkle.

      Somehow the combination, worth hundreds of thousands in the human world, came across as gaudy in this one. It was too much. Although she knew the glitz was real, there was so much of it that it looked fake. Along with the polished obsidian walls and the fire blazing in the gilded fireplace, it reminded Raven of a pirate’s banquet, just over the top enough to look like it was a set created by a Hollywood studio rather than an actual dining room.

      The guards who’d led them to the room gestured toward the table. “The empress requests that you wait here. Dinner will commence momentarily.”

      The four guards retreated through the side door.

      As soon as they were gone, Gabriel tried the exit, but the door was locked. They weren’t going anywhere. “Any ideas, Tobias? You were always the smart one, after all.”

      Tobias swaggered to the table and pulled out a chair. “We aren’t getting out of here without playing Mother’s game. My recommendation is that you choose a pawn.”

      Raven selected the chair across from him. Gabriel sat down beside her.

      A chime rang and a voice announced, “All hail Eleanor, Empress of Paragon.”

      The door they’d entered through opened again. Two guards stood at attention as Gabriel and Tobias’s mother walked in. She’d changed into a black gown with a full skirt and long puffed sleeves. Tall and dark, she stood ramrod straight, her perfect skin stretched over the sharp angles of her fine, delicate bones. The massive citrine jewel on her finger pulsed with magic Raven could feel across the room. She was undeniably beautiful but in the way of a wasp. Everything about her came across as deadly and cruel.

      She strode to the head of the table. “It is customary to rise in the presence of the empress.”

      Gabriel glared at her. “What about when the empress is your homicidal mother?”

      Eleanor ignored the barb and turned toward her guards. “Leave us.”

      Once the guards were gone, Tobias confronted her. “What do you want, Mother?” he asked in a tone dripping with annoyance. “If you intend to do to us what you did to Marius, you don’t need to feed us first.”

      “You always were so impatient.” She glowered at Tobias. “Even as a child. You could never wait for the end of the story. Always with the questions. Always with another book in your hands.”

      Gabriel crossed his arms. “Is that why you had Aborella bring us here? To reminisce about Tobias’s reading habits?”

      Eleanor raised an eyebrow. “No.” She placed her hands on the back of the chair in front of her. “Believe me, had I wanted you dead, you would be. No, my children, all this time I’ve simply wanted you back.”

      Raven exchanged glances with Gabriel and Tobias. Thank the Mountain, they didn’t seem to be buying it any more than she was. She placed her hand on Gabriel’s thigh under the table and offered her support with a squeeze.

      “Why?” Gabriel’s voice sounded positively lethal. Every hair on the back of Raven’s neck rose to attention.

      Eleanor gazed down her nose at them. “Rebels are organizing. They call themselves the Defenders of the Goddess. We call them DOGs. My spies tell me each of the five realms has contributed to their membership. The basis of their objection to my rule is that they believe I murdered all of you and my claim to the throne is therefore illegitimate. You are going to show them they’re wrong. By supporting me, your mother and your empress, you are going to prove to them not only that you are alive but that you approve of my reign.”

      Gabriel shook his head. “Why, by the Mountain, would we ever do that?”

      She met his eyes with an unflinching stare. “Because if you don’t, I will kill Raven, Gabriel. Why do you think her mortality was a priority?”

      Gabriel clenched the edge of the table until his fingers turned white, his talons stretching from his knuckles.

      “Don’t. It won’t help anything,” Raven whispered.

      “Listen to your mate,” the empress said. “I can send Aborella to Earth to track down your young if Raven’s life isn’t enough of a motivation.” She glared at Raven, whose breath hitched. “Yes, I know about the egg. Aborella is a seer, Raven, and a powerful sorceress. If I choose to send her, how long do you think it will take her to find your child? And if you and my sons don’t return to the fold and play your parts, she will destroy it, your sister, and your family.”

      Raven’s chest ached to the point she was sure her heart had stopped. Eleanor wasn’t bluffing. Aborella would do it, and she was helpless to stop her. The smug look on the empress’s face told her everything she needed to know. She would find her child. And she would use threats of violence against her baby or Raven to make them crawl on their knees if she wanted them to. And Avery, poor Avery. Her sister would defend her niece or nephew with her life, without a doubt. Raven couldn’t risk Eleanor going after her.

      Gabriel considered her, painfully remorseful. They both understood they had no choice. “What do you want us to do?”

      The empress selected a bell from beside her plate and rang it longer than was necessary. A team of darkly clad servants swept into the room, one pulling out Eleanor’s chair for her so she could sit down. The others swarmed the table with covered trays. Domes in hand, they left the room as fast as they’d come in, leaving behind a bounty of food, none of which Raven recognized. Their glasses were filled with water and wine.

      “You ask what you can do,” the empress said, running her nail along the lip of her glass. “For now I want you to eat. The rest you will learn soon enough.”
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      Clarissa didn’t see much of Nathaniel for the rest of the day. After a quick breakfast of her orange and some porridge that, to her surprise, was left for her in the kitchen by one of the oreads, she wandered the estate. Remarkably little had changed since she was last here.

      Including what had once been her favorite room.

      Over the centuries, Nathaniel had been a generous patron of the arts. She’d once called him her muse, but she certainly wasn’t the only one he’d inspired. The gallery room contained the results of those relationships. Master painters, sculptors, composers, and musicians like her had gifted Nathaniel works over the years in gratitude for what he’d done for them either with magic or with money.

      Mozart was once a member of the Order of the Dragon, and Nathaniel had on the wall a framed short composition by the man. There were works by Boucher, Goya, Blake, Gauguin, even one by Cézanne that always took her breath away. There was a Salvador Dalí she was sure few others had ever seen. Sculptures by Slodtz and Carpeaux also populated the room, including a haunting one of Nathaniel himself as a faun, wings out and with cloven hooves. She’d always hated that one. It made him look like the devil.

      She’d forgotten how many originals he’d amassed. Each one represented a friendship, a person in whom Nathaniel had recognized raw talent and fostered generously. Clarissa used to think it represented the best of him. Certainly she had firsthand experience with his eye for talent and his generous heart. He’d plucked her out of total obscurity, hired her the finest voice coach money could buy, and funded her first demo. He’d introduced her to the order and taught her to use her magic. She owed him so much.

      But there was a reason she hadn’t sent him her first platinum record to hang on the wall. She’d lived here a year before she realized the significance of this room, and it was one of the reasons she’d chosen to leave.

      She’d loved Nathaniel and he, to this day, had been the only one to ever make her feel loved in return. He’d wanted to mate with her, bond with her, marry her. He wanted her, permanently.

      And she’d wanted to spread her wings. The studio had made her an offer no new artist could refuse. When she tried to talk to Nathaniel about it, he pressured her to accept the bond. That’s when this room took on another meaning. Dragons collected things. Nathaniel wanted to collect her. Had she stayed, she’d be his bird in a gilded cage.

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket and she took a peek. Tom. Again. She’d put him off all day. She fired off a hasty text.

      Can’t speak. Resting the vocal cords. Procedure tomorrow.

      Do you know the trouble you’ve caused? Everything’s on fire.

      Tell them all I have a rare acute infection. Refund their money. Handle it. This is your job.

      They want pictures. They want to hear it from you. Rumors are flying. Have you logged on to Twitter? It’s a social media shit storm!

      Gotta go. Doctor wants to see me.

      She turned off her phone. This was only going to get worse.

      Her stomach rumbled. She desperately wanted an omelet like the ones Nathaniel used to make her, with ham and vegetables and that cheese he imported from a village in France. She left the gallery with its complicated memories and jogged down to the kitchen.

      She laughed when she caught her reflection in the stainless steel fridge. Thank God the paparazzi couldn’t find her here. She’d dressed in her sweats and a T-shirt again and pulled her hair into a messy bun. Her face was washed, but she hadn’t bothered with makeup. She’d turned thirty that year, ancient by pop-star standards, and the wrinkles at the corners of her eyes and around her mouth were growing more pronounced by the minute.

      Aging did not go well with celebrity. Without her magic voice, she couldn’t even hide the lines under an illusion.

      “Indifferent,” she said to her reflection. The word echoed through her head. Nathaniel was indifferent about her now. There was no longer any risk of him wanting to collect her. Even dragons, it seemed, liked younger women.

      The frying pan was exactly where it had been before, and she placed it on the burner of the Viking range before digging in the fridge for the ingredients she needed. Eggs, milk, black pudding, lardoons, tiny sweet tomatoes… She opened all the drawers in the refrigerator but couldn’t find the cheese.

      She whirled when she heard footsteps behind her, then froze when she saw Nathaniel. There was no hiding what she was doing. Her arms were loaded.

      “Busted,” she said guiltily.

      Nathaniel swaggered into the kitchen like sin personified in a pair of jeans that should have been a registered weapon and a tailored shirt and sport jacket. The light in the room seemed to grow darker with his presence. Not in a bad way. More like he brought the twilight with him. Everything went velvety and smooth jazz. If she glanced up, she might see stars.

      “I can get Laurel to make you something,” he said, glancing at the heap of goods in her arms. Fuck, he barely glanced at her face, instead frowning at the load. He really was indifferent. She bent over and ungracefully emptied her arms onto the counter.

      “I’m craving one of your classic omelets.” She didn’t want to say it out loud, but the oreads never got it quite right. “I can make it.”

      His brows knit. “Then you’ll need some Époisses de Bourgogne. There’s a new wheel of it in the cupboard.” He stormed over to the pantry and returned with the cheese. “Do you remember how to make it?” His expression turned stern. “Bother, I’d better do it. I have standards to uphold, and you always go overboard with the cheese.”

      “You can never use too much cheese.”

      She could have cried from joy as he pulled out the cutting board and drew a knife from the block. He started dicing vegetables like a veritable expert. She climbed onto the stool at the kitchen island and rested her head in her hands. She’d always loved to watch him cook.

      “Would you care for wine?” he asked. “I recommend champagne or a sauvignon blanc with the eggs.”

      “I like red.”

      He raised an eyebrow in her direction. When he spoke, she sensed a tiny bit of venom in his tone. “Far be it from me to come between you and your every fleeting fancy.”

      Odd, she felt a flutter in her chest that she’d spurred that bit of anger in him. Anger wasn’t indifference. She climbed down from her stool and found the wine in the wine cellar off the kitchen, exactly where it had been ten years ago. She selected a bottle. When she returned to the kitchen, she retrieved the corkscrew from the drawer where he kept it without even looking and popped the cork.

      He scoffed. “It’s like you never left.” More bitterness. “I should have rearranged the kitchen.”

      “It’s a perfectly appointed kitchen. Don’t change anything just to spite me.” She took down two wineglasses and poured the wine, then slid one over to him.

      He took an unceremonious and rather large gulp. “There’s a strange and uncomfortable déjà vu about this, don’t you think,” he said gruffly.

      She sipped a bit of wine. “I don’t know, it seems vastly different to me.” She chided herself as soon as the words were out of her mouth. This was not the time for soul-baring honesty.

      “How do you mean?” He glanced back at her, his face impassive.

      She raised her eyebrows. “I’m older. More wrinkles. Less energy.”

      He didn’t say anything but glanced at her quizzically.

      “I have my own money, my independence. Yes, I need your help, but when I leave here, I do have a nest egg to fall back on.”

      He frowned, his spatula working overtime in the pan. “Are you sure that’s true?”

      “About the nest egg? Yes. Four double-platinum albums in ten years will do that for you. Plus you know me, I’ve always been careful with money.”

      “But why do you think you weren’t independent when you lived with me?”

      She snorted derisively. “I was barely twenty when I met you. I couldn’t even drink legally in the States. I was literally singing for my supper in the tubes every evening before I leaned on your generosity. I slept in hostels half the time and on the couches of friends the other half. I use the term friends here very loosely.”

      He shot her a pointed stare. “And? You were kicked out of that horrible excuse for foster care in America at eighteen and not only did you survive, you made it to London on vacay. You did it all by yourself, Clarissa. When I met you, I was absolutely floored by how far you’d come on so little.”

      Her throat went tight at his words. Nathaniel wasn’t the type to lie or hand out false compliments. She’d never known that he’d respected where she’d come from. Why would he, when he lived like this? “I was lucky. I was using the magic in my voice before I knew what I was doing. I could have hurt someone if you hadn’t…” This was not the discussion she wanted to have.

      He scoffed. “It’s nice to know that at least my contributions to your magical education don’t go unappreciated.”

      She didn’t know what to say to that.

      He turned the fire off beneath the pan and cut the omelet in half, then split it between two plates. She followed him to the small table in the kitchen by the window where the purple-streaked sky of twilight painted itself over the blooming beauty of the back garden. The oreads had set the table with water, tea, and buttered toast points. She grabbed one of the latter with her fingers, forgoing politeness to appease her growling stomach.

      “Mmm.” She closed her eyes as she chewed.

      He placed the omelets down and pulled her chair out for her. “Sit,” he ordered.

      She did and started in on the omelet without another word. It was so good she thought she might orgasm at the table in her own When Harry Met Sally moment.

      “We need to discuss next steps,” he said tersely. “Neither one of us wants you here any longer than you need to be.”

      She lowered her fork. “What do you have in mind?”

      “A ritual.” He swirled his wine.

      “What type of ritual?” Why did she feel like whatever he was considering would be painful? All we need is your pinky finger ground up and cooked into a cracker, Clarissa.

      He stilled. She had the faintest feeling he was taking her in, calculating the risk of something.

      What he said next was measured, each word carefully chosen. “You have claimed sanctuary because you are bonded by blood to the order. You and I know your curse was rendered using dragon magic. I believe if you participate in the Exosculatus ritual with the members of the order, the temporary magic it imbues you with might be enough to… prime your pump, so to speak, give you just enough magic to allow you to expel the curse from your body.”

      Despite the delicious food in front of her, Clarissa lost her appetite. She stared at her plate. Exosculatus meant kissing in Latin, a fitting name for the ritual whose purpose was to share magic among the order. Witches and wizards of various levels of expertise and strength made up the membership of the Order of the Dragon. When Exosculatus was performed and the group “raised the circle,” an expression that conveyed the moment the magic gripped and lifted everyone at once, a great balancing took place. Nathaniel, as a dragon, was an almost limitless source of power, and performing the ritual with him at its center charged everyone’s magical batteries to maximum capacity.

      After she’d been inducted into the order, she’d performed it with them twice, once to introduce her magic to the group and another time to welcome a new member named Fiona. But she was aware that it could also be used to bolster someone’s magic when they were drained due to illness or accident. It wasn’t a cure-all, but Nathaniel was right, it had the potential to flush out many underlying problems in the participating witch or wizard.

      The problem was, Exosculatus lived up to its name. The ritual was performed naked. It had to be to allow for the maximum flow of magical energy. Raw and passionate, the movements were more like a dance, and the effects were nothing short of intoxicating. She remembered the orgasmic rush of Nathaniel’s strength as it had entered her body the first time she’d performed it. Back then, the ritual had ended with them making love, not because it was necessary for the magic to work but because when the magic did work it exaggerated every desire, every emotion, every need.

      Be it lust or love or anything else, the spell brought it to the surface. She took a sip of her wine. Nathaniel might be indifferent, but she wasn’t. She wasn’t sure exactly what to call her feelings for him. There was attraction for sure, but also something deeper, a sense that, despite his anger with her, he would always be there for her. It was a complicated tangle of emotions. If she took part in this ritual, she wasn’t sure she could control herself. What if they made love? What if he rejected her again? What if his indifference was more than she could bear? Whatever happened in the grips of magic, it would complicate everything.

      “Clarissa? You know this is the only way,” he said through his teeth.

      His full meaning clicked and her eyebrows rose. “You think it was someone in the order and that performing the ritual will call them out. They’ll be moved to attack me when our emotions are joined.”

      He nodded once. Of course! Her focus had been much too narrow. This wasn’t about her and Nathaniel at all. She’d been cursed using dragon magic. Besides Nathaniel, the only ones strong enough to levy such a curse were members of the order. Exosculatus made member emotions accessible to everyone. If someone in the order hated her enough to curse her, the ritual would expose it like nothing else could.

      “It’s a good idea, but…” She watched him over her plate, the way he curled his long, tapered fingers against his jaw when he was studying her, the strange gray hazel of his eyes that appeared amethyst when his magic flared, the short, well-tamed coffee-ground-colored hair that was a bit spikier on top than it used to be. It all came together in a man whose fierce presence filled the room. He was a coiled spring, a jack-in-the-box one crank away from flying out of himself, a barely contained storm.

      “But what, Ms. Black?”

      She leaned back and allowed her gaze to pass over him. “Won’t it be difficult? I mean, given our history?”

      He folded his hands and stared at her as if she were a bug he was considering crushing under his heel. “Was it hard yesterday when I left you in your bedroom?”

      Yes, she thought.

      “No.” She pictured him walking out the door, leaving her mostly naked and definitely wet. God, she’d thought he’d been tempted too. Now, she realized, whatever he’d done to break the connection he’d had with her had been real and permanent. God, she’d been stupid. “That’s right, you’re indifferent.”

      He gave her a curt nod, his gaze as cold as ice.

      It was time for her to face facts. The man she’d always secretly thought loved her like no one else ever had or would didn’t love her anymore. It was what she’d thought she wanted.

      So why was she finding it hard to breathe?
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      He saw the moment he broke her heart, and it didn’t make any sense to him. He was as concerned about the Exosculatus ritual as she was. It was going to be harder than hell to keep his hands off her once the ritual began. But he was sure that as the most powerful member of the group, he could conceal his ongoing love and longing for her. To find the one who’d cursed her, he’d happily give it a try.

      He’d expected performing the Exosculatus would be difficult for him. But the moment he denied it, her face had fallen as if she was absolutely crushed. He thought back to the night before, to the moment she’d pulled her dress over her head and offered her body to him in exchange for his help. At the time, he’d thought she wanted to use sex to reignite the unfinished bond between them and use it to control him.

      Had he been wrong about her motivation? Was there a partial truth to it? No doubt she’d wanted to control him, but maybe there was more to it. Maybe, in her deepest subconscious, she wanted to be here. Perhaps the curse happened to be a convenient excuse.

      She’d mentioned her wrinkles. A fear of aging might be another reason to try to get back in his good graces. He could make her immortal if he fed her his tooth. But he’d never told her as much. He’d carefully withheld the information, wanting her to love him for him and not some hope of eternal youth. She couldn’t know; therefore, perhaps it was a lingering affection?

      No. No. He couldn’t afford to think that way. If he dropped his guard for even a second, the love for her he so carefully kept walled off inside himself would come through, and once she left again he’d be ruined. It had almost destroyed him the first time. This time would absolutely wreck him.

      “What’s wrong, Clarissa? Does something about performing the Exosculatus spell concern you?”

      “I don’t want to hurt you.” Was that pity in her eyes? That wouldn’t do at all.

      He stood and leaned across the table until he could feel the warmth of her breath on his face. In a low voice, he said, “The only one you should worry about getting hurt is you.”

      Her face paled by several shades and her eyes focused on his lips.

      “Be ready tomorrow by twilight. I’ll have Laurel find you a robe.” He strode from the room, the sound of her pounding heart music to his ears.

      It was easy to be smug at first. He had her right where he wanted her. Tomorrow night by this hour, he’d know what she was feeling. He had magic. She didn’t. He’d be able to read her like an open book. But in the quiet of his office later that night, fear entered the equation. He’d pretended not to want her anymore, but nothing could be further from the truth.

      When dragons mated, they did so for life. It was always so with his kind. And although he’d slept with many women over the years, he’d only offered the mating bond to one, to Clarissa. The night before she’d left, he’d admitted that his inner dragon wanted her, wanted to mate with her in a way that was forever. A mating bond was more permanent than a marriage. For him, once the mating was in place, he would love her and only her for the rest of his immortal life.

      Dragon mating bonds were so strong that in Paragon, it was not unheard of for a dragon who had lost his or her mate to request a mercy killing. But a mating bond that strong required two things—a dragon must offer to mate and his potential mate must accept. Consent to mate was everything. A dragon could have sex without triggering a mating bond, although once a dragon offered the mating, it was often painful to continue a physical relationship without it.

      On the other hand, dragons could bond without mating. Nathaniel had bonded with his driver, Emory, in order to impart his longtime servant and friend with immortality. It had required feeding the man his tooth. That sort of bond was also permanent but by no means as strong as a mating bond. And although he’d been tempted to offer that sort of gift to Clarissa in the beginning to lure her back into his arms, he’d known that it would be torture if she never accepted his invitation to mate and the bond sentenced him to pine for her for eternity.

      The worst part about what had happened between them was that she’d never told him a definitive no. She’d just left. He’d delivered his heart to her on a platter, and she’d simply walked away from it. And so the mating bond was never accepted or declined. She was not his, and he was not bound as to a mate. But that didn’t mean his feelings for her had died. The thread he had offered her was still there, waiting for her answer. She’d never given him the closure of an outright refusal. And so even now his dragon wanted her. And if she asked for the bond, if she said yes to his proposal, he might be helpless to refuse it. The level of control it would take to keep his inner dragon at bay would be more than he could muster.

      He lit his pipe and poured himself two fingers of scotch. Raising his glass, he toasted Warwick for the welcome effects of the numbing tobacco. He was going to need all the help he could get.
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      He avoided her the following day. With the ritual close at hand, he couldn’t risk further igniting emotions he’d long worked to suppress. He spent most of the day in his dragon form, curled under a mountain of treasure in his treasure room. Every dragon had one. The vibrations from the gold and jewels were healing to his natural form and soothing to his soul. He’d need soothing if this was going to work.

      When he wasn’t resting, he was smoking, puffing on Warwick’s tobacco like his life depended on it. Maybe it did. If he failed to suppress his feelings for Clarissa, and she rejected him again, he’d most certainly want to die. Still, he knew this was the only way to help her, and helping her was the only way to be rid of her. He filled a vial with blood and used shadow mail to deliver it to Warwick. At the rate he was smoking, he’d need more tobacco ahead of schedule.

      As the sun descended, he donned the hooded black silk robe he used for this ritual. He wore nothing else, not even shoes. The silk brushed his naked legs and ankles as he walked. Already it felt like a caress. He thought of her.

      He’d reached the foyer when he saw her at the top of the stairs. Dressed in red silk that clung to her curves, she descended the stairs, her blond hair drifting out from her shoulders. He missed how it was before, all dark and silky. The blond gave her appearance a sharp edge. Like the colors of a bright spider, it was a warning that she had grown into a deadly adversary. Something to be feared.

      “Ready,” she said, her bare feet landing on the cool marble beside him.

      He tried not to notice the way her nipples strained against the silk. Bloody hell.

      He forced his mouth into a firm line and raised his chin. “The order should be convening now.”

      He led her out the back door of the house, past the pool, and into the dark forest beyond. Deep inside the woods, he reached the order’s most sacred space on Mistwood grounds. The clearing, carpeted with wild violets, had been their gathering place for centuries. A ring of smooth black stones marked the perimeter.

      Warwick was already there, standing in a black robe beside his wife, Victoria, whose petite stature left her red robe dragging on the ground. They greeted Nathaniel affectionately with hugs and vigorous pats on the back.

      “Thank you for the tobacco,” Nathaniel mumbled in his ear.

      The man’s graying eyebrows bobbed and his pug nose wrinkled. “You’re welcome. I hope it helps.” Warwick nodded coldly toward Clarissa.

      Victoria glanced briefly in Clarissa’s direction, then pivoted away with her nose in the air. Nathaniel frowned at the snub, hoping Victoria was not the one responsible for Clarissa’s state. His list of possible suspects grew as the rest of the coven seemed to share Victoria’s sentiment.

      Calliope and Fergus arrived next, followed by Aiden and Jane, Finn and Bronwen, Willow and Percival, and Fiona and Steven. They all embraced him, one by one, before backing into the circle with varying degrees of obligatory greeting to Clarissa. Even Fiona, who had been inducted by Clarissa, was markedly cold. He almost felt sorry for her. Almost.

      “What do we do with her?” Victoria asked him bluntly. “Since Jane joined, we’ll be fourteen all together. Not an optimal number for the ritual.”

      Clarissa’s gaze darted to the other members. All of them had daggers for her, and he could see her squirm under their judgmental glares. An uncomfortable tug worked its way through his chest. He’d led her to do this. He owed her some support.

      “Clarissa and I will both play the role of Puck in the ritual.”

      All eyes snapped to him.

      “A dual role?” Willow said in alarm. “You’ll be too strong. You’ll overflow the cup.”

      Nathaniel shook his head. “No. She’s cursed. She has no power. She’ll be going through the motions in the hope the ritual will drive the curse from her, but she won’t be contributing any power.” He wished he could share the true reason for the ritual with the order, but he didn’t want to risk anyone refusing to participate. If one of them had cursed Clarissa, it would be all too easy for them to conveniently excuse themselves.

      The couples murmured to each other.

      “Is it safe?” Jane asked, her soulful brown eyes glinting in the growing moonlight. “We shan’t catch it?”

      “It’s safe. As safe as magic can be,” he said. But the truth was, he’d be hard-pressed to prove it. “I need your help, all of you. Clarissa has claimed sanctuary and called on our order for protection against whoever did this to her. I believe flooding her with our magic will help cleanse her of whatever dark spell plagues her. This is the only ritual that can do so. Do I have your cooperation?”

      He watched the group carefully. If one of them was responsible for the curse, they’d most likely refuse his call. But one by one, each agreed and a couple of them—Jane who was new and hadn’t been hurt directly by her, and Aiden because he loved Jane—patted her on the shoulder and said they’d do their best to help her.

      “Then if everyone would join me, we will begin.”

      The other twelve circled, toes outside the ring of stones. He held out his hand to Clarissa.

      “We’ve never done it this way before,” she said. “Are you sure?”

      Their eyes met, and he knew instantly he was in over his head. He’d be forced to touch her. He’d be forced to share energy, space… heat with her.

      “Yes, I’m sure,” he said. Burn it all down. In for a penny, in for a pound. Whatever happened tonight, he was in. Besides, it wouldn’t be the worst thing to lose control. Just one more time.
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      What Nathaniel was trying to do was admirable. Clarissa could see the wisdom in it. The Exosculatus ritual was designed to make the coven more powerful. Nathaniel as a dragon was a source of almost unlimited magic, but his power was latent. He was a magical creature with only limited access to wield the energy found within his scales and flesh. But combined with witchcraft, his abilities became much more effective.

      Witches and wizards, on the other hand, had control over the elements but limited inherent power. Every spell they cast must be fueled by something, the elements themselves, or blood, or some other catalyst. Tonight, and all nights for the Order of the Dragon, the group would draw power from Nathaniel, their limitless magical battery, and in return, they would share their power over the elements with him. Everyone involved would get a boost, including her.

      And hopefully, with that power, she could drive out the curse. To make that happen though, the ritual had to invoke open connection among the group. All barriers to sharing energy had to be stripped between them.

      She slipped her hand into Nathaniel’s and allowed him to lead her into the center of the circle. He turned her around until her back was pressed against his chest. All at once, the entire coven untied their belts and dropped their robes. She dropped her own, feeling the warm night breeze caress her skin. Behind her, the brush of silk told her Nathaniel had dropped his as well. She didn’t turn around, but the thought of him naked and close behind her made her heart beat faster.

      Nudity was nothing compared to the intimacy they were about to share. The six witches and six wizards around her were about to act out a fairy gathering. Fairies, as a species, often shared magic with the most powerful faun among them, the puck. Just like Puck, immortalized in Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream, the character Nathaniel played in the ritual was mischievous, shrewd, and would call upon the enchantment of the forest around them to feed the order with its wild energy.

      Nathaniel’s amethyst ring glowed to life as he passed his hand over the earth beside them. The violets and moss rippled and the dirt turned itself over. Two stag horns rose from the ground, attached to a golden crown that followed them to the surface.

      Nathaniel dusted off the excess dirt, raised the crown to the cheers of the order, and placed it ceremoniously on his head. “I am that merry wanderer of the night. Awake. Let us dance our ringlets to the whistling wind.”

      The ground beneath Clarissa’s feet began to vibrate. The members of the order joined hands and slowly began to circle. The air around her grew warm and thick with magic, the night folding in on them like a velvet blanket. Her breath hitched as Nathaniel’s large hands landed on her hips and lifted her onto his feet, her naked flesh pressed against his. His arms stretched along hers.

      “Follow along with me,” he whispered.

      The heat of his breath against the shell of her ear sent a stroke of anticipation through her. His body was warm and hard behind her. She wanted him. She wanted him inside her, and they hadn’t even begun. Oh God, she was doomed.

      Nathaniel began to move and she moved with him, the dance telling a story although no further words were spoken. The rambunctious puck motioned to the sprites in his employ. They were playing a trick on the night, swapping identities with each other to hide from the gods and goddesses of the woods. As the twelve circled, Clarissa bent, crept, and reached toward them, Nathaniel’s limbs working as one along with hers.

      The circle rose. Raising a circle had to be experienced to be truly understood. It felt as if gravity ceased to exist. Her feet lifted from the earth. She was light as a feather on the wind. She still danced, moved, stomped, but everything was easy, vibrant, weightless. Magic rushed into her like a warm breeze. It tossed her hair. The tingle of energy flowed through Nathaniel’s skin and into hers, and God, the feel of it awakened her. Her body grew warm and wet and ached with need. The teasing touch that brushed her backside caused her blood to burn. Her breasts grew heavy, her nipples hard.

      All the desire, all the sexual energy building within her, she threw it into the dance. She knew when the order felt it because the couples turned their heads to look at each other with giggling lips and eyes flashing with lust. And then, like a withdrawing wave, it came back into her. She’d never played this role before. The sexual need that returned to her was what she’d put out times twelve. It settled like a heavy weight between her legs. Oh God.

      She could see it all in her head, every step, every move that Nathaniel made. They were one in this dance. A drum began to beat. Magical creatures in the woods, the earth, inside her head, or perhaps the air itself, bore witness to their ritual. Summer lightning rumbled across the sky. Their dance was suddenly accompanied by a symphony of flashing light and whirring insects.

      More magic unraveled from Nathaniel and poured out to the edge of the circle, only to be thwarted by the dancers and forced back to the center. There was a rhythm to it. Wave, contraction. Wave, contraction. Each one stronger than the last until her skin vibrated with mystical energy. She could feel it in her bones.

      In the blink of an eye, daggers appeared in each of the hands of the twelve and a chalice arose from the earth in front of them in the same way the crown had. Nathaniel guided her hands down to lift it, his own supporting the cup under hers. One by one, the witches and wizards sliced their skin and dribbled blood into the cup. Her blood was next. Nathaniel helped her, using the sharp tip of his talon. Nathaniel’s blood splashed in last. When all was inside the belly of the cup, the blood turned into wine, swirling red and smelling of ripe red currants and raspberries. She inhaled the heady scent. Wrapped in a cocoon of magic, she took the first sip.

      Stars above, the rush was like riding lightning across the sky. She passed it to Nathaniel, noticing every perfect line of his face, the chiseled, corded muscles of his arms, the scent of dragon in her nose. It was overwhelming. She longed to meld with him, touch every inch of him, taste him.

      As the others drank, the last barrier between them was shattered. The first had been their clothing, the second had been the divide between them and the natural world, and this third one was the boundary between their minds. All the thoughts and feelings happening in the circle crashed into her with the next wave of magic. The ritual was complete.

      Now, connected to their thoughts, she tried to detect who might have cursed her. But no hate flowed in her direction. Although there was a short lick of sadness, confusion about her leaving, anger, and then of missing her, those feelings resolved quickly. What remained was an overwhelming feeling of love, belonging, acceptance. It crashed into her and lifted her feet a quarter inch off the violets.

      The connections between the other couples tickled her. They broke from the circle, pairing off and running into the trees, giggling and joining together in the shelter of darkness. Metaphysically connected now, as the first couples began to make love, their passion flooded her in the same rhythm. Wave, contraction. Wave, contraction.

      She whirled to face Nathaniel. There was so much power between them her hair floated from her shoulders as if she were underwater. Darkness rubbed like velvet against her skin. Nathaniel’s normally gray eyes glowed bright, fluorescent amethyst in the night. He truly looked like a puck—his face had become more supernatural than human. She wanted him desperately.

      She reached for him but he caught her wrists.

      “I feel no hate for you in this circle,” he said.

      “No.” For the love of everything holy, how could he remember their quest to find the one who had cursed her among the coven? All she could think about was him. “No. It’s not them,” she said. “I would have felt it.”

      He glanced away and shook his head. “Are you able to use your power?”

      She sang a few notes and they danced on the air around her. “I think so. But it’s weak. It doesn’t feel the same yet.”

      His glowing gaze raked over her. “Give it time.”

      She stepped closer, her skin alive with the prickle of anticipation, the bubbling moans of lovers floating around them. The drums beat. Fireflies called to each other in the darkness. Heat bloomed low within her—desperate, carnal need.

      “I’m sorry,” Nathaniel said. “All this, and we didn’t find who cursed you.”

      Sweat broke out on his forehead. He was holding back. Guarding something carefully behind a mental wall. Whoa. The power required to resist the circle’s influence was absolutely mind-boggling. But what was he guarding? She desperately wanted to know.

      “I’m not,” Clarissa said. “I’m not sorry we did this at all.”

      Using all her strength, she drew Nathaniel to her and kissed him. His lips were warm and soft. His hand rose and grabbed her upper arms like he might push her away, but he only pulled her tighter to him. At his coaxing, she opened for him and his tongue thrust and stroked against hers.

      The last of his resolve crumbled, and the feeling that rushed out from behind his mental walls sent a shiver through her. He was not indifferent. He wanted her. Wanted her more than anything else in his life. The sheer strength of the wanting was almost frightening in its complexity. But there was more.

      Wrapped inside the lust was his desire to protect her, then his need to cure her of her curse, and under it all warmth that could only be love. She had to guess the feeling was love. She’d never known love from anyone else but Nathaniel and had nothing to compare it to. But what struck her then was the absolute power of the emotion. It had grown stronger with her absence, despite his outward desire to push her away. Despite his lie that he was indifferent.

      His mouth did wicked things against hers. The kiss had grown rough, claiming, its rhythm a pulse she could feel between her legs. Stars above, she never wanted to stop. His fingers dug in her hair, and she slid her palms around his rib cage, scraping her nails gently up his back to the base of his wings. He unraveled them for her, their flesh brushing the tips of her fingers.

      She stroked along the webbing, and any emotions she’d felt before were replaced with a feral, predatory lust. Lust that left her like she was a fish out of water, gasping for the sea. The sheer need crashed into her, overwhelmed her. That was the thing about this ritual. When you took the barriers down, you had to be ready for the deluge that came through. She’d thought she was prepared, but by God, the feelings coming off Nathaniel shook her to her core. She’d never before felt that level of need. He wanted to mark her. He wanted to make her his.

      His trill rumbled in his chest.

      His arms wrapped around her, his body large enough, hot enough for it to feel like he completely enveloped her. His erection pressed hard and hot against her lower belly. Their mouths melded in a wild and fierce dance that was all too familiar. Easy. Her hands stroked along his lower back and clawed his ass. Ten years hadn’t been anything, had it?

      All she’d have to do is wrap her legs around him, allow him to lift her a few inches, and he’d be inside her. The memory of the pleasure he could produce in her body almost made her cry from need. But it was that steady protective warmth woven through the lust that almost broke her.

      It was love. It had to be love.

      Without a doubt, if she allowed herself to return that love, if she expressed her true feelings physically with him now, she’d destroy both of them. She’d only ever been good at one thing—singing. Together, they were a disaster. Either he’d need to give up his life to indulge this fire between them, or she’d need to give up hers. What type of love destroyed you? Theirs was a fire consuming itself. What would happen if it burned itself out?
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      Mountain help him, Nathaniel had not expected the ritual to show him this. Clarissa loved him still. The emotion beat against his senses like a shower of hot rose petals. But there was something else braided with that affectionate feeling. He sensed fear, longing, anxiety. Was she afraid he’d reject her?

      He tried to pour everything he could into the kiss, his mouth, his body, showing her what he couldn’t say in words. He shouldn’t need to say it. With the ritual in full motion, she could easily read him if she tried.

      A flood of apprehension hit him like a bucket of ice water, and she broke from his embrace and backed away. Her tears glistened in the moonlight.

      “Clarissa…” Her name was warm honey on his lips.

      She turned and ran for the house, her skin flashing silver in the moonlight. Watching her run, feeling her unresolved lust in his veins, ignited his inner dragon’s fire. A growl percolated up his throat. A smile spread his lips. He could play this game, predator and prey. He gave chase.

      Nathaniel blinked and the landscape turned hazy purple. She was a sprite and he was the puck, the crown of horns still heavy on his head. Her scent tingled like heaven in his nose, and the lure of her flesh made his breath come in pants. Dragons were exceptionally fast. He could have her if he wanted to, but he was enjoying the chase. He waited until she was near the pool, almost to the door.

      He passed her and stopped abruptly. She ran right into him. Right into his arms.

      “Nate. We can’t,” she said, her hands forming to his ribs in a way that brought out his mating trill. She closed her eyes at the sound. “God, I want to. You must know I want to.”

      “Good.” He pulled her closer and placed a kiss on the pulse of her neck.

      “It will only hurt worse when I have to leave.”

      He stopped, his lips hovering over her skin. Nothing had changed. She loved him. He could feel she loved him. But she still planned to leave. As soon as he fixed her magic, she’d go again. That could be tomorrow if the power of the order flushed the curse from her blood. Or it could be weeks from now. But she was leaving. She loved him, but she was leaving.

      He drew back and looked her in the eye. “Why? You can’t lie to me now, Clarissa. I can feel what you’re feeling. You love me. I know it as well as I know the sun will come up over that horizon in a matter of hours.”

      Her shoulders sagged and the tears he’d seen in her eyes flowed faster. “Of course I love you. I’ve always loved you. You’re the only family I’ve ever had!”

      “Then why? Why won’t you be mine?”

      “My career isn’t here, Nathaniel.” She spread her hands as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “I tour constantly and when I’m not traveling, I’m in a studio in LA or filming videos. Your life is here. Our lifestyles are incompatible.” She turned from him and hurried toward the door.

      “Incompatible? We aren’t electronic devices, Clarissa. We can make choices.” Anguish crushed his chest. This couldn’t be happening.

      She looked at him over her shoulder, wiping under her eyes. “I already have. Singing is the only thing I’ve ever been good at. It’s been the only constant in my life since I was five. All those years in foster care. All those years hopping from family to family. All I had was my voice. I need my career. I need it to feel safe and stable, and I need my audience to feel wanted. Is that enough honesty for you?”

      He stepped in closer until there was only a breath between them. He desperately wanted to touch her, but he didn’t. When he spoke, his voice was low and menacingly soft. “Your voice wasn’t a constant. It did fail you. Your audience and, I suspect, your manager are turning on you because they only love what you give them. They don’t even really know you. When you lost everything, you came to me. Do you know why, Clarissa?” He paused and noticed she was shivering and it wasn’t from the cold. He was a fucking bastard. A selfish fucking bastard who wanted her and he couldn’t stop himself. “You called me because I do know you. I knew you before you were a brand or a star. I knew you when you were a struggling street musician who was so poor you didn’t have a bank account. I loved you then and I love you now.”

      She took his face in her trembling hands. “If love was enough, we’d have it all, baby.” She kissed him firmly, turned, and disappeared inside the house.

      Nathaniel moved to follow her but encountered resistance as he tried to enter the door. All at once, he remembered the ritual. The puck belonged to the wild and could not go inside. He removed the crown of horns from his head and raced back to the circle, placing it at the center and watching the ground swallow it along with the chalice. By the time he’d returned to the house, she was locked inside her room.

      “Damn it all.” He strode down the hall to his own chambers and reached for his pipe. The ache in his chest festered like a burning sore. He packed the pipe with Warwick’s numbing tobacco and fired it up.

      Still, it was hours before sleep carried him away.
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      Clarissa was too wired for bed. Everything Nathaniel had said to her seemed to rattle around her brain, demanding her attention. He loved her. He still loved her. The moon shone through her window and she stared out into the night pondering this revelation. In the distance, Jane and Aiden staggered from the woods, leaning against each other, laughing and kissing. She lowered her gaze. Her presence here was torture for both her and Nathaniel. What she needed was to drive out this curse so she could go back to the way things were.

      She took a breath and sang.

      Your night, it crawls to meet

      the darkness inside me.

      Don’t you know

      that your energy

      is the thing making me me?

      She was on pitch and the sound was good. Good but not great. Despite having the order’s power still pinging around inside her, her own power had not come back. Her voice was her magical instrument. Without it, she had no way to wield what Nathaniel had given her.

      With a sigh, she pulled on an oversized T-shirt and climbed between the sheets. Her body still hummed from the ritual. The feel of the cotton against her skin teased her and sent a throb of need from the tips of her breasts to her core. The deep ache she felt for Nathaniel was so intense she considered taking care of things herself. She smoothed her hand down her stomach to between her legs. But if past experience was to be trusted, pleasuring herself would only make her want him more, like an appetizer before the main event.

      She rolled over onto her stomach and tried to think of nonsexual things. Bunnies. No. Rabbits fucked, well, like rabbits. Ice cream. A vivid image of the frozen delight melting down her torso to where Nathaniel lapped it off her belly filled her mind. She grabbed a pillow and pressed it over the back of her head.

      Why couldn’t she just have had sex with him? People had casual sex every day. It didn’t have to mean anything. It wasn’t a proposal of marriage.

      But she knew why. If she allowed Nathaniel to make love to her, it would tear him apart when she left, and she couldn’t do that to him. She couldn’t hurt him more than she already had. Even asking him for help was something she’d sworn she’d never do out of respect for what they’d had, and she’d already pushed things to the limit. Already kissed him. Already allowed him to know her true feelings. His mental health was more important to her than her body’s pleasure or her heart’s desire. But she was dancing too close to the flame. Her body burned. Oh, how it burned.

      She released the pillow and gasped for breath, then flipped over onto her back and forced her eyes closed. Sleep evaded her, and after tossing and turning for what seemed like forever, she eventually rose from her bed and decided a cold shower was in order.

      Silver light already glowed through the window. The sun was rising and she hadn’t slept a wink. Physically, she felt both wound up and exhausted. Overcaffeinated even though she hadn’t had tea in more than twelve hours.

      It was with some sense of horror that she realized this wasn’t the end. After last night, Nathaniel would be more motivated than ever to break the curse and send her on her way. He would want to try something else today. Likely something even more risky and painful. And she’d be required to go along no matter how tired she felt or how painfully horny it made her.

      She groaned.

      Her phone vibrated on the nightstand and she looked down to see a text from Tom.

      Please tell me the therapy is working. The O2 is sold out and the tabloids are boiling over. Take a look. He included a link to a story in the Daily Mirror.

      She did not click the link but left the phone right where it was. Instead, she slipped into the shower, ran the water cold, and tried to wash Nathaniel from her mind.
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      Everything Eleanor had wanted was coming to fruition, and Aborella had been the one to deliver it to her. The high sorceress and fairy of Paragon sat in a seat of honor in the great hall, the fuchsia silk of her gown draping beautifully over her dark purple skin. Her complexion was nearly as dark as it had been before Raven had drained and almost killed her. A few more sessions among the forests of Paragon and she’d be at full strength.

      Thankfully, Eleanor didn’t need Aborella’s abilities right now. Her plan was going smashingly. The band began to play, and the empress appeared at the head of the aisle, dressed in a regal black-and-diamond gown that brought out the glow of the citrines and diamonds crowding her ring, crown, necklace, and scepter.

      Everyone who was anyone was in attendance, the entire Highborn Court as well as all the most important families in Paragon. Dressed in their finest vilt gowns, they stood from the rows of chairs brought in for the occasion and then knelt before her. Aborella noticed some of their jewels had been enchanted by local witches and wizards to give off their own light. None shone so bright as Eleanor’s however, but then Aborella had spelled those herself.

      The empress climbed onto the dais and lowered herself to the blood-red velvet of her throne. Brynhoff wasn’t with her today. Now that Aborella thought of it, she hadn’t seen Brynhoff in a number of days. Was he ill or something else? No matter—she’d never cared for him anyway.

      “You may be seated,” Eleanor commanded in her sharp nasal tone. There was a rumble as their guests rose from their knees and sat. “As your invitations suggested, I have an exciting announcement to make. Many centuries ago, my son Marius was killed in what we all thought was a traitorous uprising by my other children. That night was every mother’s nightmare. My remaining children disappeared in a clash of swords and magic. All of us believed the Treasure of Paragon were either dead or in hiding after what they’d done. Not only did it break my heart that my own children could do such a thing, their absence left no choice but for me and my brother, Brynhoff, to remain on the throne to lead our kingdom.

      “We have spent significant resources trying to track down those responsible for Marius’s death. Justice, after all, must be served. But we were thwarted by a side effect of the sorcery used that night to distract us from the attack. No one who attended the coronation remembered exactly what had occurred. No one, as you will recall, except Brynhoff, who accused my other children.”

      Aborella smiled at the lie. Oh, Eleanor remembered everything, as did Aborella. She’d helped Eleanor design the spell to poison Brynhoff’s mind so he’d kill his own nephew and then planted the memory of the uprising by the other children. It was Aborella who was responsible for the fact that none of the guests could remember a thing about the event. She proudly raised her chin at the importance of her magic to the crown.

      “Recently, thanks to the work of Ransom and the rest of the Obsidian Guard,” Eleanor continued, “the truth has been revealed! It gives me no pleasure to divulge to you that Brynhoff, not my other children as was formerly believed, was responsible for the coup. Brynhoff, not my children, was the true traitor.”

      Aborella’s jaw dropped at the invented revelation, and the hall erupted into murmurs and loud gasps. Surprising—Eleanor hadn’t mentioned her plan to place the blame on Brynhoff. She narrowed her eyes on Ransom, the new captain of the Obsidian Guard. He’d risen to power months ago after Captain Scoria was murdered by Eleanor’s wayward children. Aborella watched him cross to her now, a fine-looking male dragon with full chocolate-brown hair, a square jaw, and dimpled chin. In his black-and-red uniform, he looked younger than Scoria but also a bit naive. Still, Eleanor seemed to favor him, to the point Aborella felt a pang of jealousy. How was it that she had not been included in the scheme?

      “Fear not. Due to Ransom’s dedication, we have brought Brynhoff to justice.”

      Ransom stepped onto the dais and drew a draped piece of black cloth off a small table. All the air seemed to rush from the room as the silver agate heart that once was Brynhoff’s was revealed. Aborella scanned the stunned faces behind her. It was as if everyone in the crowd was holding their breath.

      So Eleanor had assassinated him. Aborella squelched another grin. The empress was now the ultimate power. Brilliant plan, regardless of how she chose to execute it.

      “What evidence did you have against him?” a man yelled from the back, breaking the silence. Aborella couldn’t see who it was, but the accusation in his voice was unmistakable.

      “I’m glad you asked.” Eleanor raised her chin. “Gabriel, Tobias, please join me.”

      Aborella stiffened. Eleanor was taking a great risk trusting her older children to play this part when they knew the truth. Yes, Raven’s comfort was a valuable carrot and her life and the life of their child was a brutal stick, but all it took was one wrong word to be the spark that started a revolution.

      Aborella watched as Gabriel stepped out from the staging area, dressed in a royal tunic and sash, an emerald crown upon his head. Darkly handsome, he took his place on his mother’s right side, although not a hint of a smile crossed his lips. Tobias followed, looking just as princely in his attire and sapphire crown. He took his place on her left, folding his hands and staring at the audience in a way that made his blond hair and blue eyes take on an icy quality.

      The moment of truth. Would they go along with the plan for Raven’s sake? Or would Aborella be allowed to kill the witch tonight?

      The murmurs rose to a deafening pitch as their guests processed that the two eldest living heirs to the kingdom of Paragon were back. They only quieted when Eleanor raised her hand.

      “As you can see, Captain Ransom has recovered two of my sons, who were tortured and held captive by Brynhoff. The rest are still missing. But the important thing is that Gabriel and Tobias remember what happened that night. They were able to identify Brynhoff, and I took decisive action against him. I am more than pleased to welcome them home.”

      A louder rumble began as guests began to discuss the implications.

      A woman in the front, Lemetria—Aborella recognized her as the wife of the wealthy doormaker, Darium—stood and asked in the pretentious tone of the aristocracy, “Will Gabriel, now that you have cleared him of the accusations of treason, take the throne per Paragonian tradition?”

      The empress smiled up at her son, and Aborella held her breath.

      “No,” Gabriel said. “Not at this time.” The whispering among the crowd rose to a roar. Gabriel spoke over it. “Our abduction was difficult. My brother and I are still recovering and applying ourselves to the task of educating ourselves on what has happened in Paragon during our absence. Until we do, we feel it is in the best interest of our kingdom for our mother to continue ruling as she has.”

      The murmurs started again. Aborella watched a look of disgust pass through Tobias’s features before disappearing behind a carefully impassive mask. His eyes glossed over, but from her seat in the front row, she could see his jaw work as if he was grinding his teeth.

      “My sons will rule by my side for the foreseeable future. You will treat them as full princes of Paragon, and they will have full privileges and security from the Obsidian Guard. Please act accordingly.”

      What she meant was the guards would be enforcing their silence and cooperation. Aborella loved every minute of it. She only wished she’d succeeded in bringing Alexander back as well.

      “Now, if you will join us for refreshments in the grand ballroom, Gabriel, Tobias, and I will be available to discuss matters of politics.”

      Everyone stood and was ushered into the next room by the servants. Aborella rose to follow but soon found Gabriel glaring down at her, his gloved hand on her shoulder.

      “Where is my wife?”

      She narrowed her eyes on him. “Comfortable, alive, and safe, thanks to your wise cooperation.”

      Eleanor stood from her throne and raised an eyebrow in their direction. Aborella gave her a reassuring nod. “Come, Gabriel. It’s never a good idea to keep your mother waiting.”
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      When Nathaniel woke in the morning, the memories of the night before came crashing back into his head. Warwick’s tobacco had saved him from a night of tossing and turning, but its numbing effect only lasted so long. Now his emotions were all on the surface again. Clarissa loved him. It wasn’t enough. The dichotomy made him want to tear down the walls.

      He needed to do whatever was necessary to recover Clarissa’s voice and get her out of here. He couldn’t stand much more of this. Every moment with her here was like having his heart in a vise. He tapped the heel of his palm against his forehead. Think, Nathaniel. Who could wield a dragon curse other than you or the order?

      The phone rang, distracting him. He glanced down at the caller. Professor Wallace. A friend. A colleague. He’d been a member of the order at one time, until a bout with cancer moved his heart close to home and he simplified his life.

      Nathaniel answered the call, curious why he was phoning at the early hour.

      “Nathaniel, I’m so glad I caught you.”

      “Peter, you sound distressed. What can I do for you?”

      “Oh dear, I’m afraid I have some disturbing news. It… it might be nothing, you understand. Just a coincidence. But it was odd, I tell you. So odd.”

      “What are we talking about?”

      “A few days ago two young women brought me a book. The owner of a gallery in New York and her assistant. The book is in perfect condition, late seventeenth century. Written in a combination of ancient Greek and Latin. It’s about the order, Nathaniel. You are mentioned in its pages.”

      “Hmm. I remember we made a few manuals back then, mostly books of medicinal healing for the locals. It’s incredible one survived.”

      “There’s more.”

      He waited. Judging by the long pause, Wallace was concerned about telling him this part. “What is it, man?”

      “The assistant… She… I was taken aback when I saw her.”

      “Why?”

      “She, um. Do you know that American singer you used to have a relationship with ten years ago, when I was part of the order?”

      “Clarissa?”

      “Yes… Well… This assistant could have been her twin. It flustered me, her having the book. I thought Clarissa was posing as this person for some nefarious reason, and I’m afraid I consequently treated her quite badly. But then I remembered your Clarissa is blond these days. I just thought it was odd, magically odd, to see a doppelgänger show up at the university with a book connected to you.”

      “You don’t know the half of it.” Nathaniel felt a chill work through his body.

      “Huh?”

      “She’s here. Clarissa is here. She lost her power Friday night. It looks like a curse.”

      “This woman came to see me Saturday afternoon.”

      “Who knows anything about doppelgänger magic? Who can I call in on this?” he asked, his mind racing. Doppelgängers were rare and their magic was innate, metaphysical. He wasn’t sure exactly how Clarissa’s double might be involved in the curse, but it couldn’t be a coincidence that she was interested in dragon magic.

      “The only one I can think of is the Cornish pixie queen. Pixie genetics produce a pair of doppelgängers with every one thousand births. I’ve read they have mystical properties. Perhaps she could help you sort out the dynamics.”

      Nathaniel rubbed his head. The memory of what Clarissa had told him flooded back into his thoughts. Someone had taken her hair. “What if she’s not a doppelgänger but a skinwalker?”

      “Do you have reason to believe someone got hold of her genetic material?”

      “Hair.”

      “Good heavens, Nathaniel. This is complex magic. Very complex. There’s only one creature in all of England who can help you if that’s the case.”

      “Don’t say it.”

      “You need to consult an oracle.”

      He grabbed his head. He knew a creature that could answer all their questions, but the price of her abilities was higher than he was willing to pay. “Thank you, Peter. I must go now, but I appreciate your letting me know. I’ll be in touch.”

      “Absolutely. But Nathaniel?”

      “Yes?”

      “Be careful. My sixth sense is buzzing on this one. I consulted the cards and pulled the Tower. Something is coming for you. I don’t know what. I don’t know who. I can’t say how the girl or the book ties in. But change is coming. You must beware.”

      “I understand, and your warning is fully heeded.”

      “Blessed be.”

      “To you too.”

      Nathaniel frowned as he disconnected the call. This was getting weirder and weirder.

      He showered and dressed, then went to the kitchen where Tempest had prepared porridge and bacon. He tried to eat, but his mind spun around what he’d learned.

      “Porridge again? What, are special omelets only for dinner?” Clarissa stood at the end of the dining table. She was smiling, but there were dark circles under her eyes.

      “You look exhausted.” He stood and poured her a cup of tea.

      She dropped heavily into the chair across from him. “I don’t suppose you read the Daily Mirror this morning?”

      He shook his head slowly, sat back down. He hated the tabloids, and he dreaded hearing what she was about to say.

      “Well, I’m the cover story. It seems the general consensus is that I had a nervous breakdown and can no longer perform. People are taking bets whether I cancel my O2 concert. They think I’m going to go full Britney and shave my head.”

      “The tabloids exaggerate the truth and invent lies regularly.” He waved a hand dismissively. “You can’t take it personally. We will break this curse, and you will be on that stage as planned.”

      She folded her hands on the table and rested her head. “Isn’t this when you tell me I told you so?”

      He frowned and sipped his tea. “Why on earth would I do that?”

      “Last night you said my fans didn’t really love me, only what I do for them. There was no concern in the comments of the article, Nate. I’m tabloid fodder, and the only thing my fans care about is if I’m going to fulfill my obligation to them as ticket holders. If I were sick, no one would be sending me flowers except maybe Tom, and he’d make his secretary do it.”

      Nathaniel lowered his cup to the table. “It gives me no pleasure to be right about that. I wish I were wrong. But you see, as we established last night, I do love you, and it’s easy to tell the difference from this side of the fence.” There was no point in denying it. He was done hiding his feelings for her comfort.

      “Nate…”

      “Aww, Clarissa, are you suddenly unwilling to pay the price of fame? Should I break out the world’s smallest violin to play you a melancholy song to go with your melancholy circumstances?”

      “I think my mood is completely valid given what’s happening,” she snapped. “I’m witnessing the death of a career I’ve worked hard for, all because someone had it out for me for reasons beyond my control. I am nothing without my voice.”

      Fury had him out of his chair, his dragon rolling through his body like a freight train. He bound around the table and lifted her to her feet, grabbing her by the chin like a child. “You are everything. Everything. You lost your magic, not your voice. You can still speak, you can still sing, you still participated in that spell last night. You have arms that move and legs that make me weak. And when you smile, I see the woman who found a way to do what she wanted to do when she had far less than you have now. You are everything to me, just as you are and for always. But if you can’t see your own worth, no one else will either.”

      He placed a rough kiss on her mouth, then let her go. She dropped back into the chair.

      He strode toward the door.

      “Wh-where are you going?” she asked after him.

      “I have to check on the store. Get some sleep, but be ready by noon. We’re going to try something else, and you’ll need to be rested when we do.”
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      Well, shit. The kiss had left Clarissa completely boneless in the dining room chair. Meanwhile, Nathaniel strode toward the door unaffected, his suit a physical love letter to the corded muscle beneath it. How was he still walking after that? All she could think about was all that coiled power wrapped around her last night in the woods. He’d feel so good in her bed, like the world’s best electric blanket.

      And he loved her. Nathaniel Clarke, the high priest of the Order of the Dragon, had admitted his love for her. After ten years of her abandonment. Even without her magic. Even with dark circles under her eyes, hair that desperately needed the loving attention of a hairdresser, and the fine lines and wrinkles that seemed to have formed the moment she’d turned thirty. He loved her.

      The temptation to give in to the feeling, to stay here and play house and let him take care of everything, was almost overwhelming. It was a temptation greater than her physical desire for him, even though that burned bright within her. Nathaniel would keep her safe always. She’d always have enough to eat and a place to sleep.

      And that was absolutely terrifying. Everyone she’d ever allowed herself to love had abandoned her. He would too eventually. He’d collect her and then become bored with her, and she’d have nowhere else to go. There wasn’t another family waiting for her or even a foster system to catch her if things turned bad. If she trusted Nathaniel, she’d be walking the high wire with no safety net.

      She finished her breakfast and then went straight back to her room, feeling even more exhausted than before. A text from Tom blipped on her screen.

      Hope progress is being made. Text me an update when you have a chance.

      She turned off the phone, crawled into bed, and curled on her side. Pulling the covers over her head, she allowed herself to slide into an uneasy sleep.
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      “Clarissa? Clarissa?”

      Clarissa desperately wanted to remain unconscious, but Nathaniel’s commanding voice forced her eyes open. His stern face stared down at her. She yawned and stretched. “Hmm?”

      “You’ve overslept. Get ready. We need to leave soon.”

      She blinked up at him. He was phenomenally attractive. She’d read somewhere that gray eyes were a mutation between green and blue. His were the color of stormy skies right now, although they became magnificently purple in the throes of magic. With his complexion and dark hair, they were positively stunning.

      “Where are we going again?”

      He huffed. “To consult with a supernatural being who will know how to break your curse.”

      “Who? I thought you said the curse used dragon magic as a catalyst.” She rubbed her eyes with both hands. “Who knows more about dragon magic than you and Warwick?”

      He scowled at her. “For once in your life, just do as I ask, Clarissa.”

      All softness had bled from his expression, and she climbed out of bed to escape his prickly exterior. “Fine. You don’t have to get snippy with me.”

      He glanced toward the ceiling as she unceremoniously undressed and reached for a change of clothes. After last night, she wasn’t going to pretend to be bashful.

      “There’s something I need to tell you. I wanted to tell you this morning, but I didn’t get the opportunity,” he said.

      “Sounds serious. What’s going on?”

      “A friend contacted me early this morning. It seems there is someone in London who looks exactly like you.” Everything about his expression seemed to indicate this was horrible news, although Clarissa didn’t understand why.

      “I’m a celebrity, Nate. People try to imitate my appearance all the time. There was a woman in Russia who paid tens of thousands of dollars to have plastic surgery in order to look like me.” She shrugged. “It’s weird, I admit, but not the end of the world.”

      He cleared his throat. “Do you remember Peter Wallace?”

      “Of course. Is he still teaching history at Oxford?”

      Nathaniel nodded. “This woman who looks like you brought him a manuscript… that was written by the order. He said she was your doppelgänger.”

      She shook her head. “What? What does that mean?”

      “I wasn’t that concerned at first. Even Wallace said it could be a coincidence. But this morning, after I left you, I went to Relics and Runes. I have a new worker named Albert. He doesn’t know what I am. He showed me a picture, a selfie he took with a woman he claimed looked exactly like the famous Clarissa. Now, Albert has no idea you and I were ever an item. He doesn’t know anything about me. He’s new and he’s barely more than a boy. But he found this woman attractive. Asked her out.”

      He pulled his phone from his pocket and brought up a photo.

      “What the fuck?” Clarissa was looking at a picture of herself in the lower level of Relics and Runes, only her hair was its natural shade of black and she didn’t own that dress. “It’s uncanny. It’s like looking into a mirror.”

      “I thought so too. But the really unsettling part is that she was buying a book on dragon magic.”

      “Hmm?” Clarissa stared at him with total disbelief. What did it mean? This was too weird to be a coincidence.

      “A natural doppelgänger is a very rare magical occurrence. Extremely rare among humans. She could be yours. If so, I have no idea why she’s here. Perhaps she’s tapped into my magic or the magic of the order somehow for some nefarious reason we have yet to understand.”

      Clarissa stared at the picture of her double. The woman didn’t look evil. If anything, she looked normal, more normal than Clarissa herself. She was definitely younger, now that she inspected the face more closely.

      “We know that whoever did this to you took a strand of your hair. Perhaps this isn’t a doppelgänger at all but a skinwalker. The magical possibilities are dark, and this thing seems to be working its way closer to home.”

      Dressed now, she ducked into the bathroom and squeezed a blob of toothpaste on her toothbrush. “So what do you think we should do?”

      He appeared in the doorway. “I need to know exactly what we are dealing with. We might be able to use Wallace to lure this thing to us, but without knowing what it’s capable of it’s just too dangerous. We could be walking into a trap. We need help. We need more information, someone to tell us what it is and why it might be interested in you.”

      Clarissa swished and spat. “Who could know that? We’d need a seer or an oracle.”

      Nathaniel nodded. “There’s only one creature in the United Kingdom that sees all and knows all.”

      “You can’t mean…” Clarissa knew of only one such creature, and it was a horrible abomination.

      Nathaniel confirmed her greatest fear. “Grindylow. Hurry. I want to make it to Lancashire before nightfall.”
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      He had to be out of his mind. As Nathaniel thought about what he’d have to do to get Grindylow to answer their questions, he experienced true fear. The creature was unlike any other, a water demon as ancient as the water itself. Even when Nathaniel was in the area, he stayed as far away from her lake as possible.

      But Grindylow was an oracle. He had to try.

      “I thought Grindylow required the sacrifice of a child in exchange for answering any questions? I’m telling you right now, I’m not murdering a kid for the sake of my magic,” Clarissa said.

      “It’s good to know you have a line you will not cross.”

      “So then what’s your plan?”

      “I’m still working it out.”

      “We have four hours in the back of this car. Work it out with me.”

      Nathaniel looked out the window. The funny thing about dragons and immortality was this: he could be killed. No, he would never die of natural causes, and he was very difficult to kill. Decapitation was the only reliable way to inflict permanent death on a dragon. Clarissa understood that, and if he told her his plan in advance and gave her too long to think about it, she might attempt to talk him out of it. He couldn’t have that. This was a necessary risk.

      He’d have to change the subject.

      “What have you told Tom about your time here?”

      “I’m in a spa in Switzerland, undergoing experimental therapy for my strained vocal cords.”

      She leaned back against the seat, and he was struck by how graceful she was. She held herself like a queen, not an orphan who’d grown up with foster carers, some of whom had made it a habit to slap her around and underfeed her. She’d never had a dance class as a child. Nor a voice lesson. But whoever her ancestors were, her real ancestors, they’d given her something. Something a hard life couldn’t take away.

      “However will he survive without you?” Nathaniel had never liked the bastard.

      “Oh, you know Tom. I’m not his only client, but if my career went under, he’d take a hit.”

      “Financially or personally? I always wondered if he fancied you back in the day.”

      She snorted. “Oh, he did. Tried to get in my pants on a number of occasions.”

      Nathaniel’s dragon twisted, and a growl rumbled through his chest before he could do anything about it.

      “Easy,” she said and laughed lightly.

      Nathaniel rubbed his chest and cleared his throat. “Apologies. It’s instinct.”

      “Still?” She gave him a soft, curious look.

      He hated himself for tipping his hand once again, but he nodded. It was the truth. His dragon desperately wanted her and would likely have done nightmarish things to Tom if ever given the chance. “Still.”

      “I don’t owe you an explanation, but if it makes you feel better, it never happened. Tom is… not my type. Plus I know exactly what he is. I know he’d use me. I’m his client, not his doormat, and I’d like to keep it that way. I have some self-respect.”

      A smile stretched his lips. “Good. You should be with someone who truly adores you.”

      “What about you? You must have had a long parade of lovers over the past ten years.” Her gaze darted to her tangled fingers.

      “No,” he said evenly.

      “No?” She studied his face. “Why not? There was always someone interested in the high priest of the order—witch, fairy, druid, or human.”

      He rubbed his hand over his mouth. “I am a man of particular taste. A busy man. I’m fine on my own.”

      She frowned and looked out the window. “You always are… fine, I mean. I have this memory of you from when we were together. It was the first time I really understood how old you are.”

      He laughed darkly. “Ancient compared to you, I suppose, but I will remind you that I do not age like those of your species. My body is no more than thirty by your standards.”

      She raised an eyebrow and a blush stained her cheeks. “Oh, I know. I saw for myself, up close and personal, last night. I’ll look older than you in a few years.”

      “Never,” he said quietly, admiring the way the light from the window backlit her profile.

      She rolled her eyes at him. “I’d just started staying with you because you said you couldn’t bear to know I was sleeping in the hostels. We hadn’t even, you know…” She lowered her chin. “…become a couple yet. But I was staying at Mistwood and this man came to your door with horns growing out of his head.”

      Nathaniel laughed. “I remember that. Alisdair. Poor Scot didn’t know he had fairy blood and tried to do a transfiguration spell. Got stuck halfway.”

      “Anyway, he came in and fell to his knees. He was shaking, trembling from fear. And it took me a moment to realize he was afraid of you.”

      “Well, he should have been. It’s against the code of the order to perform that type of magic without permission. Not to mention, his motives were sketchy. The man was attempting to turn himself into a goddamned ram. He said he wanted to spy on his neighbor about a land dispute, but really, what a strange way to go about it.”

      She giggled. “I agree. And he was a sight for someone like me who wasn’t familiar with magic. But I remember thinking that you must be extremely powerful for him to fall on the floor, shaking like that. Were you a gangster? A killer? The head of a cult? Why was this man, who was just as big as you, with horns growing out of his head, so afraid of you that he was practically wetting himself?”

      Nathaniel snorted. “You must have assumed I was a monster.”

      “I wondered, for a moment. But then you told him to get up, blew some sort of powder into his face, and made the horns go away.”

      “I also gave him graveyard duty for a month.”

      “Graveyard duty?”

      “In decades past, it was common for magical folk to sit in a graveyard at night and speak to the dead on the rare chance one of them should have any warnings or suggestions for us. Truthfully, the dead will speak to anyone who will listen. They like to hear themselves talk. Self-importance doesn’t die with the body. We stopped doing it because we’d often get inundated with stories and questions about people’s descendants. It wasn’t as useful as it was time consuming.”

      “You made him sit in a graveyard and talk to ghosts for a month?” She smiled wickedly.

      “No better way to teach someone to respect magic.” He gave her a wink. “Did it scare you? Seeing me like that?”

      “No. It made me… admire you. You could have handled that situation in many ways, but you showed compassion. I’ve known men who would use any excuse to flex their muscle, but I’ve never seen you abuse your power. Not ever.”

      The corner of his mouth quirked upward. “One who knows their power has no need to prove it.”

      She snorted. “See, human men don’t go around saying things like that unless they’re a yogi or Russell Brand.”

      He waved a dismissive hand in the air.

      “And then the first time I saw you shift… When you took me to your treasure room to show me… I really understood. You are a dragon. A massive purple dragon with claws and teeth as long as I am tall. You can take anything that you want, but you don’t. For as long as I’ve known you, I have never seen you use what you are to your advantage unfairly.” She sighed. “Do you know how unusual that is? To have the power you do and no ego to go along with it?”

      This conversation was making him uncomfortable. He pulled his pipe from his pocket and lit up, thankful for the familiar numbness of Warwick’s tobacco. “I can’t have everything I want. I can’t have you. Even if I took you, you wouldn’t be mine.”

      She sighed and met his eyes. “I’ll always be yours, Nathaniel,” she whispered. “But if you had me, if you kept me like all the gold and jewels you have in your treasure room, you’d notice I wouldn’t shine as bright. You wouldn’t want me anymore if you had me. I’d just be another thing you’d already collected.”

      His eyes narrowed and his inner dragon chuffed. She was serious. She turned to stare out the window, and it occurred to him that this was it. This was the truth. She’d never told it to him straight before. She’d said she wanted to strike out on her own. She’d said it was because she couldn’t stand the thought of losing her singing career or her audience. But the truth cut deeper. She’d never had a real family. No one had ever loved her the way she should be loved. And so she didn’t think it was possible. She honestly believed he’d grow tired of her. She’d grow old and he’d lose interest. And if she’d given up her art for that, she’d truly have nothing left when it happened.

      “Clarissa,” he said softly, “that’s not how a dragon’s bond works. When we mate, we mate for life, and life to an immortal dragon is a very, very long time.”
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      Why on earth had she told Nathaniel all that? By God, she might as well cut open her chest and show him her still-beating heart. She’d never been so forthcoming or vulnerable about her deepest fears before. Maybe she’d never realized exactly what had motivated her to leave back then until now. Or maybe…

      “Did Warwick add some kind of truth spell to that smoke?” She stared at his pipe. “I shouldn’t have said all that.”

      He shook his head. “Same as always.” He blew a smoke ring, and it turned into a bright red heart above her head.

      “Oh.”

      “I’m glad you told me. Now I can tell you how utterly full of crap you are.”

      “Excuse me?”

      He leaned toward her. “You are full of shit, Clarissa. You can’t possibly believe that to be true. Not anymore.”

      She shrugged. “Why not? Because you say dragons mate for life? People will say anything to get what they want.”

      “Do people usually wait decades? Do people…?”

      “What?”

      “Never mind.” He looked away from her and smoked his pipe. When he spoke again, his voice was fire and brimstone. His gray eyes flashed. “You underestimate me, Clarissa. You shouldn’t.”

      A chill crept along her skin although the temperature in the car had actually risen a few degrees. That was his inner dragon speaking. Nathaniel was the dragon and the dragon was him. He was a shifter. But the part of him that slept when he was in his human form sometimes woke up. She’d seen the dragon last night when he’d hunted her after the ritual. And now the beast was right there on the surface.

      It was a humbling thing to look into the face of a dragon, especially when you didn’t have any magic of your own to protect yourself. She watched the hills roll by and didn’t speak again until the driver, Emory, did.

      “Almost to the lake, Mr. Clarke. Where would you like me to park?”

      “Close enough to the water that you can help if need be. You have the weapon?”

      “I do. Practiced a bit with it beforehand.”

      “What weapon is that?”

      “Crossbow,” Nathaniel stated. “Holy-water-soaked bolts.”

      “What exactly is the plan, Nate?”

      “We offer Grindylow a child and then ask her questions.”

      Clarissa inclined her head. “And where do we get this child?”

      Nathaniel wiggled the fingers of his right hand where a large amethyst ring resided. Clarissa knew few specifics about how dragon magic worked, but she knew the ring was the closest thing to a magic wand that dragons possessed.

      “Explain.”

      The amethyst flashed and Nathaniel changed. His body folded in on itself in a way that made Clarissa profoundly uncomfortable. It was too angular. There were too many folding joints and protruding bones. The transformation was physical, not mystical, and coupled with the slurp of bodily juices and the crunch of grinding bones, it was truly disgusting. She had to turn her head away. When the noise stopped, she tentatively glanced back at Nate. A twelve-year-old boy was in his place, dressed in a child-sized pair of jeans and a T-shirt he’d procured somewhere.

      “Holy fuck! Where did you put it all?”

      “Dragons are masters of illusion. I can look any way I desire. Although, I must say going any smaller than this would be astoundingly tight.” He rolled his shoulders as if his current shape and size wasn’t exactly a walk in the park.

      “So what’s the plan? We ask the questions and then you get into the water with her and pull the old switcheroo back into the dragon?”

      Emory opened her door, and she got out in the middle of nowhere at the edge of a misty body of water. Nathaniel crawled across the seat after her. It was so strange for him to only come up to her shoulder. He looked exactly like a skinny grade-schooler.

      “That’s not how this works,” he said. “Grindylow will want her payment first before she gives you any information.”

      “But… how will that work?” Suddenly her stomach felt sick. Muscles in her chest tightened.

      “You will feed me to the demon. You will ask your questions. When you are done, you’ll call my name and I will shift and rise from the water.” His voice was painfully low.

      A lump formed in her throat. “No, you can’t do that. It… that thing could chew you up and hold you underwater.”

      “I can’t die from drowning.”

      “But you won’t be able to breathe. You’ll feel it. You’ll suffer. What if it rips you apart? I’ve read this thing wants blood.”

      He said nothing. So then there was a chance. There was risk. Even an immortal dragon wasn’t invincible. “You can’t do this.”

      “It’s already done.” He started walking toward the water.

      “Nathaniel, please!” She didn’t even know what to say, only that every cell in her body knew that this was the wrong thing to do. It wasn’t worth it. “It’s not…” Her voice gave out as he reached the water’s edge, his little-boy body a slight, pale thing before the dark water.

      “Call to her, Clarissa,” he said over his shoulder. “And please, ask your questions quickly.”

      All the muscles in her body locked with fear as a dark mat of hair crowned at the center of the water, and then two bulging dark eyes, and pale, waterlogged cheeks.

      “Clarissa,” he said between his teeth. “Don’t let her have me for free.”

      “Grindylow!” she called. “I have brought you the sacrifice of this child in exchange for questions answered.”

      Long limbs rose from the water, each with an extra joint that ensured there would be no confusing her with human. Her ribs protruded under grayish-white skin like a set of sickening gills. Her nostrils flared.

      “How old is the boy?”

      Clarissa glanced at Nathaniel. He looked twelve at the least, but Grindylow loved children—the younger, the better. “Eleven.”

      “Three questions,” she said, licking her lips.

      “Five,” Clarissa shot back.

      Nathaniel was silent. He stood at the water’s edge, looking terrified. His knees shook. She hated this.

      “Three, girl. This is the way it has been and always will be.” Grindylow’s voice warbled as if she were speaking underwater, but she was exposed from the waist up now, aquatic plants draped across her grotesque and twisted body.

      Clarissa stared at Nathaniel and hated this, but some part of her knew there was no going back. If she tried to back out now, Grindylow would attack. Nathaniel had chosen this. He hadn’t told her until the last second for precisely this reason. He knew she wouldn’t be comfortable with his choice, and he wanted to do this for her.

      Her heart broke as she said, “Okay. Three.”

      Those multijointed gray limbs shot out and tore through Nate. Clarissa didn’t even see what happened. There was a spray of blood, a splash of water, and then he was gone. Desperately, she wanted to cry, but anything she said from here on out could be considered one of her three questions, and the longer she took to ask them, the longer Nate was under that water.

      But Nathaniel had put her in a terrible position. She hadn’t had time to think of how to phrase her questions, and she doubted Grindylow would be forthcoming if she needed clarity. There was, however, one obvious place to start.

      “Who caused the loss of my magic?”

      The beast spread the thin flaps of skin that served as lips and exposed rows of black teeth. “The dragon queen and her fairy liege caused what vexes you.”

      Dragon queen. Clarissa knew of no dragon queen. The Order of the Dragon had one high priest, and it was Nathaniel. He’d told her once that his mother had been queen of Paragon, but she’d died in the bloody coup that brought him here.

      “How do I get my power back?” she yelled. It was a broader question than how to break the curse. If her problem didn’t stem from a curse, she’d learn nothing with that question. But this one should gain her the answer she wanted.

      “Rebind thee to thy sisters.” The empty pits that served as Grindylow’s eyes narrowed on her.

      “Liar!” she yelled. “Return the child. I have no sisters!”

      The pale limbs thrashed, and Clarissa was doused with murky water. “Insolent witch. Grindylow does not lie. Grindylow cannot lie. Ask thee thy third and then run from my sight or I will punish thee for thine insult!”

      Well… that wasn’t the reaction she’d expected. She pushed the answer out of her head and focused on her last and final question. But what should she ask? None of this made any sense.

      “How do I find these sisters?” she spat out.

      Grindylow shifted. “One is near. She will come to you. The other must be retrieved from her obsidian tomb before the queen finishes what she started.”

      “Obsidian tomb? Where is that? Is she dead?”

      Grindylow retreated into the lake, her dark head sinking toward the surface. “Three were asked. Three were given. Now we eat.”

      “Nathaniel!” she screamed.

      Emory was by her side in an instant, crossbow raised. But Grindylow was gone. She disappeared below the dark surface. Emory grumbled and aimed the crossbow at the ripples that signaled her departure. He couldn’t fire, not without risk of hitting Nathaniel. The water turned as smooth as glass.

      Clarissa rushed toward the lake, her toes slapping the edge and spraying mud up her legs. Emory grabbed her around the waist so she could go no farther.

      “Nathaniel! Nathaniel!” She screamed with all the air in her useless, magicless lungs.

      A bubble rose and popped. She held her breath. With a thrash and spray, a dark wing broke the surface, and then Nathaniel in his human form, wings spread, rose partway out of the water, his fist driving into Grindylow’s gaping maw over and over.

      “Why isn’t he transforming?”

      “Wing’s broke,” Emory said as if no further explanation was needed. He fired the crossbow.

      The arrow pierced Grindylow’s shoulder, and she dropped Nathaniel before sinking into the bubbling, dark deep. Nathaniel took a few swimming strokes toward her. Fuck, he was pale, and one wing definitely wasn’t working.

      Clarissa pushed out of Emory’s grip and waded waist deep into the water, reaching out and grasping Nathaniel’s fingers. She hauled him to shore.

      “Help me,” she cried.

      Emory waded in ankle deep and grabbed Nathaniel’s other arm. “Hurry, miss. That arrow won’t kill ol’ Grindy, just give her a sore shoulder and a sore disposition to match.”

      Leveraging every ounce of her weight, she squatted down and with Emory’s help heaved Nathaniel out of the water. She landed on her back with him lying in the grass beside her. He was barely conscious.

      “Nathaniel, can you walk to the car?”

      His eyes fluttered, and then he turned his head away and spewed a fountain of dark, frothy water.

      “Bloody well not okay yet,” Emory said. “Let ’im rest a bit.”

      Nathaniel turned back to her. “Hurt.”

      “Why didn’t you shift into your dragon form?”

      He groaned. “Wing broke. Treasure room.”

      Emory sighed. “I thought that might be the case. Changin’ into a kid like that uses a ton of magic. He doesn’t have enough left to heal himself fully, and if he shifts here and now, he might make things worse. Help me get him back to the car.”

      She was soaked to the bone and covered in mud, but together, they were able to move him in short bursts. Unfortunately, the broken wing dragged painfully on the ground. Nathaniel couldn’t retract it, and she couldn’t figure out a way to cradle it while she helped carry him. She gave a relieved sigh when they finally reached the car.

      With one last, massive effort, she dragged him into the back seat. She ended up leaning against the far window and coaxing his back against her chest with his body between her legs. Her thigh gave some support to the wing, and in this position, she could keep him from rolling off the seat. Although he dwarfed her frame, she was strong enough to hold him, especially after what he’d done for her. She’d hold him until her arms gave out.

      “Ready, Emory. Get us home.”
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      Everything hurt, yet at times Nathaniel thought he might be in heaven. He was surrounded by Clarissa’s scent, cradled in her arms, between her legs. She felt warm to him, which was odd. Usually he ran hotter than her 98.6. He supposed the loss of blood accounted for the change. He wasn’t healing.

      He glanced down at his ring. Its normally amethyst stone was almost completely black. Grindylow had bled him and drowned him. His magic was drained. He’d live of course. His head was still attached to his shoulders, but this was as close to death as he’d ever come.

      “What did you find out?” he asked, but only the last two words actually projected from his lips.

      She kissed his temple. “Shhh. We’re almost there.”

      They were not almost to Mistwood. A quick peek out the window told him they had hours yet to go. Even that quick pop of his eyelid hurt. He closed it again. “What did Grindy tell you?” he asked more clearly.

      “Maybe we should wait to talk about this later.”

      He gently squeezed the arm that was wrapped around him.

      “Okay.” She pressed her lips against the top of his head in an easy kiss, and he felt a little warmer for it. “I asked who stole my magic and, get this, she said, and I quote, ‘the dragon queen and her fairy liege.’”

      He stiffened in her arms. He only knew of one dragon queen, his mother, and she was dead. But she did have a fairy who performed magic with her, Aborella. That couldn’t be right. Even if his mother had lived, she’d be in a dungeon in Paragon. She wouldn’t even know Clarissa existed. Unless Brynhoff had replaced her. Was there a new queen of Paragon?

      He squeezed her arm again.

      “Nah. You need to rest, Nate. Just don’t worry about anything right now.”

      Unease suffused her voice. Whatever it was that Grindylow had told her must be upsetting to her. He sensed she was holding back out of fear for him, that whatever she’d learned would upset him and slow his healing. He squeezed again, now even more curious to know.

      Her lips landed near his ear. “I said no.” Her warm breath brushed his cheek. “I’m still angry at you. You should have told me what you planned to do.”

      He sighed. His back hurt, but when he tried to adjust in her arms, he couldn’t move his wing.

      “Try not to move,” she said softly. “That wing doesn’t look good. Maybe Tempest can set it when we get home.”

      He settled against her in absolute agony. “Talk to me.” He needed the distraction. She didn’t disappoint.

      Her lips brushed his ear again. “I would never have let you do that if you’d given me a chance to refuse.” Her voice was stern, and he lay perfectly still, hoping she wouldn’t yell. He was in too much pain for that. “It wasn’t worth it, Nate.”

      Something hot and wet hit his cheek. He cracked an eyelid and watched her wipe a tear away. Another tear hit his jaw. He squeezed her arm again and shook his head. The small movement made his brain boil, and he settled against her chest.

      “Don’t cry,” he rasped.

      “I’d rather live without my voice than live without you.” This time when her lips pressed against his ear, his heart leaped. Had he heard her correctly?

      Her cheek snuggled in against his, and her warmth ushered him into oblivion. He must have slept hard, because the next time he opened his eyes, they were pulling up to Mistwood and Tempest and Laurel were rushing toward the car door. To his dismay, he was pulled from Clarissa’s arms. Oh, how he would have protested that if he could, but he really wasn’t well, and when Tempest straightened his wing and rebroke the bone so he could set it properly, Nathaniel growled straight from his inner dragon.

      “Treasure room,” Tempest ordered. “Emory, help carry him.”

      “I’ll help,” Clarissa said.

      “You are not going into his treasure room,” the oread spat out.

      But Nathaniel reached out and grabbed her hand. “Yes.”

      Tempest grumbled. Hands lifted his body. She was there, right beside him. Minutes later, he landed on a pile of gold and jewels. The feeling was heavenly. The cold metal, the vibration of the stones beneath his back. He felt the power flow into his cells. His spine lengthened and he stretched and folded, flapped his wings. His bones cracked more than usual, and the transformation was slower than any he’d made before. But when it was done, he could open his eyes again.

      She was there, watching him, small now that he was in his dragon form. She grabbed his nose and planted a kiss on his snout.

      “Show me you can use it,” she said, glancing at his wing.

      He obliged with an experimental stretch and flap. He groaned a little from the pain, but it was working.

      “Good.” She stroked his face again. “See you in a few hours?”

      He inclined his head, then backed into his pile of treasure, closed his eyes, and rested.
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      Clarissa was pretty sure that no amount of scrubbing would ever free her from the stench of Grindylow’s bog. She reeked of it. There had been blood in her hair. Either hers or Nate’s, she didn’t know. Her mind replayed the moment the monster had sliced through his twelve-year-old body, and she turned up the hot water to combat the chill that ran through her.

      Eventually her hands started to grow pruney, and she decided she was as clean as she was going to get. She turned off the water and drew a fluffy white towel from the rack. Her legs shook as she walked to her bedroom.

      She was physically tired from dragging Nate to the car and holding him through the long drive home, but the mental fatigue from the painful regret rattling through her brain was far worse. Everything felt heavy. What she’d done to Nathaniel was wrong. She realized that now. If he’d shown her anything today, it was that his heart was true. And she had walked away from it, not from indifference but out of fear.

      All this time, she’d believed the lie she’d told herself, that this was about her career and independence. But it wasn’t. This was about fear. She’d feared Nathaniel would change his mind about her, so she’d ended things to beat him to the punch. It was a coping technique. A way to avoid the pain of abandonment she’d all too frequently experienced.

      But today… today it had all become too clear. He was more important than her voice. If given the chance, she would have refused his plan. She would have done anything to avoid watching Grindylow hurt him. Even if it meant disappointing every one of her fans and Tom. Even if it meant canceling the O2. She couldn’t picture a world without him in it.

      She brushed out her wet hair and tossed the towel on a chair, then crawled into bed. There was only one choice to make now that she realized her true feelings. She couldn’t be without him. She couldn’t pretend for a moment more that she didn’t need him as much as she needed the air she breathed.

      When he awoke, she would tell him. It was time for her to say yes and to mean it.
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      “Clarissa?”

      The sound of Nathaniel’s voice entered her dreams and called her out of sleep. When her eyes fluttered open, he was there, shirtless and in a pair of loose-fitting sweats. She stared at his chest. He was a masterpiece of long, lean muscle with a set of abs that made her long to stroke their hard peaks and valleys. She could stare at that chest all day and never get tired of it.

      “I can dress,” he offered. “I was just concerned. It’s been hours. It’s the middle of the night. Tempest said you hadn’t eaten.”

      She sighed. “I’m sore and very hungry.” She ran a hand through her hair. It had dried while she slept and fell loose and wild around her shoulders.

      “Let’s make you something.” He held out his hand to her. “A proper special omelet.”

      She slipped her hand into his and sat up, allowing the blanket to fall from her naked body. It wasn’t a mistake. She’d been thinking of him when she crawled between the sheets, and she was thinking of him now. She wanted him to see her.

      He sucked air through his teeth. “Shall I fetch you a robe?”

      “No.”

      “I know I told you there was nothing I hadn’t seen before the first night you were here, but there is only so much a man can take.” His voice was coal and grit. “You have to get dressed, Clarissa. I can’t…” He shook his head and turned his gaze away.

      She climbed from the bed and placed her hand on his cheek, feeling the stubble against her palm. Bracing her thumb on his chin, she turned his head to face her. “Be mine, Nathaniel.” Her voice was so weak she could hardly hear herself.

      His gray eyes turned hard and cold in an instant. “Careful, Clarissa—this isn’t a game. If you’re playing with me, you won’t like how this ends.”

      She searched his face, craning her neck to see him better in the dim light from the door and the moonlight streaming in the window. “Today, when Grindylow grabbed you, I didn’t care if I ever sang again.”

      His brow furrowed. “You don’t mean that. You’ve said over and over again how important it is to you.”

      She shook her head. “All I cared about was getting you back. All I felt was regret for not forcing you back into the car once I understood the scheme. What sort of horrible person sacrifices someone she loves for… for a song?” She felt nauseated just thinking about it.

      “Love isn’t enough, remember?” he said cynically. He tried to take a step back, but she moved right along with him.

      “I thought that was true when I said it, but I was wrong.” She frowned. “Love was enough today. Enough to make me realize that I cannot live in a world without you. All these years, somewhere in the back of my mind, I assumed… No, I knew down to my soul that you’d take me back whenever I was ready. It made me confident, this secret I had in my subconscious, that I held the love of a dragon. Oh, I thought you’d take other lovers, sure, but no one, no one would ever touch what we had.”

      “I’m not a toy you can take out of the box when you want to play with it.” He narrowed his eyes on her.

      “I know. I was wrong. I realized today that I can live without my voice, I can live without my magic, I can live without a family.” Her voice cracked. “But I can’t live without you. Please forgive me for taking so long to decide. But if you want me still, I am yours.”

      The look he gave her was nothing short of mystified. It was like she was speaking a different language. For the longest time he just stared at her, face impassive, body tense. Minutes passed and she felt truly naked, exposed in a way she’d never been before.

      She looked away and laughed under her breath. “It is too late, isn’t it? You don’t feel the same way as before.”

      His hand landed on her arm. “No. That’s not it.”

      Her eyes met his. “Then what is it?”

      “You’re still Clarissa. The Clarissa. You have a concert at the O2 in a week.”

      “I know.”

      His eyes grew dark and stormy. “The extreme circumstances of today have heightened your emotions. It’s quite possible you’re in shock. When the sun rises, or the next time Tom calls, I fear you’ll change your mind.”

      She shook her head. “Not about this.”

      “I need you to listen to me. Really listen. If I take you as my mate, if you agree to be mine, I cannot break that bond, not ever. I could hold you at arm’s length before because you did not agree. Once you give yourself to me in this way, I can’t go back. The love we felt before will be a shadow of what will exist in its place.”

      He’d told her that before about the mating bond, that for dragons it was akin to a marriage that could never be dissolved. She wasn’t sure she could fully understand what that meant as a human. Could anyone who wasn’t immortal wrap their mind around it?

      “I think I understand. I mean, as much as I can, not being a dragon.”

      He let her go and paced the room, clearly agitated. When he turned back to her, his eyes were glowing amethyst and it was his dragon that spoke. “If you change your mind, I will come after you. I won’t be able to abide your distance.”

      She crossed her arms. So it had come to this—he’d expect her to live here with him, which meant severely limiting her career. Of course, without her magic, her career would be limited anyway. The chance that she could decipher what Grindylow had said to her and get her magic back seemed distant. Sisters? Dragon queens? It hadn’t been what she was expecting.

      And then there was the emptiness that she felt when she thought about going back to her old life. That was something she couldn’t deny. She’d been lonely before and hadn’t even realized it. But being here, being with Nathaniel, the old spark was back. For him. For life. She might have lost her voice, but she’d found again her reason for wanting to sing.

      She looked straight into the face of the dragon and her throat caught as she said, “Don’t you know, Nathaniel, I’m already yours.”
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      Mine.

      Nathaniel could smell it. Her love for him, her wanting, filled his lungs. He took a step toward her, then another. She did not back away although he must have been terrifying with his dragon so near the surface. He could feel it burning in him, its desire to complete the bond so intense he could think of nothing else. Still, some part of his logical mind expected her to run. Expected her to turn him away, the same as she had the night of the ritual.

      She didn’t. And the look she was giving him pushed all the right buttons. It was total surrender. Unlike the night of the ritual, he wasn’t hunting her. She was an active participant in the electrical charge building between them. She met him halfway, slamming into him in the middle of her bedroom.

      He wrapped his arms around her as her mouth crashed into his, returning her kiss with all the intensity that had built inside him for a decade. She melted against him. He teased her bottom lip until she opened for him, then licked and thrust into her mouth until she moaned.

      By the Mountain, she smelled of lilies and sex, her need blooming between her legs and kindling his dragon senses. He was hard in an instant, almost painfully so. He swept her into his arms.

      “Where are you taking me?” she asked as he strode from her room.

      “My room. The bed is bigger, and I intend to use every inch of it.”

      He watched an intoxicating pink creep across her cheeks. Silently, he reveled in it. She may be older now, more sophisticated, but he could still make her blush. He entered the master bedroom and lowered her to the black silk of his sheets while he shimmied off the sweats he was wearing. She stretched like a cat, her creamy skin a delicious contrast against the dark fabric. She was spilled milk he intended to lap up.

      “God, I missed this bed,” she said, doing a snow angel against the fabric.

      He grabbed her ankles and slid her to him, spreading her legs wide. “I missed you.”

      His lips found her ankle and teased along the bone and along her calf. She writhed. Her fingernails dug into his hair.

      “So impatient,” he murmured against the inside of her knee. He slowed, creeping along her thigh. His mating trill started in his chest, and she moaned as the vibration tickled her skin.

      “That sound. I could listen to that all day.” She arched herself toward his lips, and he flashed her a self-satisfied smile, then trailed closer to her center. She closed her eyes. “Your mouth is… so… hot.”

      “Open your eyes. I want you to watch me, Clarissa.”

      Her eyes popped open, that arresting blue sending a ripple of anticipation through him.

      “Good.” He held her gaze as he spread her ankles wider and licked up her center. Her whole body shivered. “I want to know that you’re here with me. That you want this.”

      “Oh… Nate. I do.” She spread her arms wide and clawed the sheets.

      He started working on her properly, his tongue flicking along her delicate flesh. He could feel the tension building within her, hear her breath coming in pants. He rested one of her ankles between his wing and shoulder and slid his fingers into her slick heat. She came apart under his tongue, her entire body trembling. Her gasp of pleasure filled the room.

      Wings unfurling, he stretched over her, supporting himself on his elbows. A satisfied female sigh brushed his cheek.

      “I want you in me.”

      “Mine.” He raised his hips, positioned himself, and entered her.

      Nathaniel had been with women before Clarissa, and he’d been with her before they were mated. But nothing compared to this. As he slid into her slick heat, the mating bond snapped into place and everything changed. Every cell in his body aligned with hers, and when their eyes met, he could see she felt it too.

      “It’s… oh… it’s like…” She couldn’t finish. Her hips rose to meet his, finding an easy rhythm.

      He leaned back, spread his wings, and lifted her.

      “So deep,” she crooned, bracing herself on his neck.

      She moaned as he thrust inside the deep vee of her legs. On his knees like this, with her suspended in his arms, he had everything he’d ever wanted. Everything made sense. And he realized he would always feel this way. All the pieces fit. He moved with her until she grew tired and let go, flopping onto her back on the mattress and pulling him on top of her.

      “More. Faster,” she said.

      He stretched on top of her, gave her what she needed, pistoning into her until she shattered around him once again. He found his own glorious peak, and everything in the room melted away. All that existed was her. Her moans of pleasure. Her body writhing gently beneath him. The soft mounds of her breasts against his chest. The long thin stretch of her waist.

      When he finally came back down to earth, she had his face between her hands. “I love you, Nathaniel. I love you so damned much.”

      “I love you too, beyond limits.” He rolled onto his back, taking her with him, and reveled in the feel of her weight over him. He stroked her hair down her back. “Now, my mate, tell me everything Grindylow told you. We’re getting your magic back.”
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      Every part of Clarissa’s body felt deliciously exhausted, as if her bones had gone liquid and she was melting into Nathaniel beneath her. But then he looked at her and asked her about Grindylow.

      The truth was, at the moment, she didn’t care if she ever got her magic back. All she wanted to do was enjoy more of this, more of being this dragon’s mate. She could spend days in this bed as the object of his affection. But there was more to her hesitation. What Grindylow had told her about having sisters had rocked her to her core. It couldn’t be true of course. There had to be some explanation. Perhaps she’d used the term sister symbolically.

      “You said in the car that Grindylow blamed the dragon queen and her fairy liege for what happened to you. Am I remembering that right? I was out of it.”

      She rested her chin on his chest. “Yes. Exactly what she said. Do you know who she might be talking about?”

      “Only my mother and her fairy-sorceress sidekick. Her name was Aborella. But that couldn’t be it. My mother is dead.”

      “Did a new queen replace her?”

      “Even if one did, why would she be targeting you? She’s in another world. No one in Paragon has even met you.” He threaded his fingers behind his head.

      “I don’t know.”

      “What was your second question?”

      “I asked how to get my powers back.”

      “And what did she say?”

      “Yeah, get this… She said I need to rebind myself to my sisters.”

      His eyes narrowed. “I didn’t think you had any sisters.”

      “I don’t. I was told my real parents died in a car crash. I had no biological siblings. The Blacks adopted me, but they died in a freak accident when I was five. After that, I was raised in the American foster care system. None of the other children I ever lived with felt like sisters. It’s total BS.” She’d already shared her personal background with Nathaniel, but it bore repeating after all this time.

      He seemed to turn that over in his mind. “So what was your third question?”

      “I asked how I find these so-called sisters. I thought maybe she was using the term metaphorically and that her answer would help me figure it out.”

      “What did she say?”

      “She told me one was nearby and would come to me. The other, and I quote, ‘must be retrieved from her obsidian tomb before the queen finishes what she started.’”

      He raised his head off the pillow and frowned at her. “Did she actually use the term obsidian?”

      “Yes.”

      “Not dark? Not black?”

      “No. Obsidian.”

      “Hmmm.” A muscle in his jaw began to twitch, and she could feel his entire body tense beneath her.

      “Why does that bother you?”

      “The palace where I grew up was called the Obsidian Palace for a reason. It was built into the side of a mountain and was made entirely of the stuff. Floors, walls, ceilings… dungeon. Polished to a shine. We used to call the dungeon the obsidian tomb because if you were sentenced there, it was usually a life sentence. The conditions were bleak and no one could hear you scream.”

      “So… according to Grindylow, someone I am somehow related to is in a dungeon in Paragon?”

      He shrugged. “It fits the picture. If the dragon queen is truly to blame, then it’s possible that this other piece of the puzzle, this symbolic sister, is also Paragonian.” He scoffed and shook his head.

      “I know, ridiculous, right?” She sighed.

      “I was just remembering that our bond would be illegal in Paragon. Relationships between dragons and witches were forbidden.”

      “Oh? Why?”

      “There’s a story from where I come from. It’s part of our history. Centuries ago, a witch from the kingdom of Darnuith fell in love with a dragon and tried to overthrow the kingdom of Paragon. The coup was stopped and the witch and dragon were killed, but afterward it was determined that the combination of the two supernatural creatures was too powerful. Witches control the elements, but they are mortal. Dragons have limited powers but an infinite source of magic. Together, it was feared the right union might be unstoppable. And their offspring… the fear was they would be an abomination, a dragon shifter able to compel the natural elements independently. Theoretically, they would never tire. Never run out of power and never die.”

      “Hmm. So what we just did is breaking the law?” She laughed and bobbed her eyebrows. “Criminality has never been so delicious.”

      He gave her a slow, masculine smile. “They’ll have to lock me up to keep me from you.”

      She kissed him softly.

      “It’s a good thing we aren’t in Paragon. Nothing to worry about here.”

      “Good thing.”

      “But there is this bit about your ‘sister’ being near and finding us.” He rubbed his chin.

      “Do you think there’s something to it?”

      His gaze shifted to hers and he ran his finger along the edge of her hair, then tucked it behind her ear. “What if—and hear me out on this—she’s referring to your doppelgänger that Wallace told us about?”

      Clarissa blinked. With all the excitement, she’d forgotten about the look-alike who’d tried to sell Peter the book on dragons. “You think by sister, she meant someone who looks like me?”

      He nodded. “Perhaps the reason this woman is searching for more information about dragon magic is that she knows it was used to neutralize her magic as well. Perhaps she’s a witch.”

      A tingle crawled up Clarissa’s neck. “A magical sisterhood, like a coven. It’s possible. How do we find her and ask her?”

      “I’ll call Peter. He can make up some excuse for the sellers to come back for the book. When they do, we’ll be there.”
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      Raven wallowed in a pool of her own sweat. The Obsidian Dungeon was hot as hell, the polished stone offering no solace from the unrelenting heat. In fact, the stone only seemed to act as an oven. She missed her magic. She’d have loved to make it snow. Even the water the guards gave her in a trough in the wall would only stay cool for a matter of minutes. It tasted of sulfur, but she’d drank as much as she could before it became the temperature of hot coffee.

      There was no comfort in her cell. No window. No breeze. And she wasn’t alone. She shared the water trough, a wooden bucket surrounded by a basket weave of metal, with a prisoner in the cell next to hers. If she squinted through the squares of the grid and the break between the bucket and the metal, she could just make out a man in the neighboring cell. Not a man, she thought. Likely a dragon. He’d finished the water she’d left behind, not seeming to mind the temperature.

      She paced in front of the bars of the cell. Gabriel must be beside himself. He’d do anything to get her out of here. All she had to do was wait. If they expected him to act his part, he’d demand she be treated humanely.

      “If you keep pacing, you’ll dehydrate faster. They only bring water twice a day.” A voice came from the cell beside her. A male voice, smooth and melodious.

      “You’re probably right. It’s just so insufferably hot.”

      “The coolest place is the back corner, near the trough. It’s hotter near the bars.”

      She moved to the back corner and slid down the wall. It was slightly cooler. Still not comfortable, but better. “How long have you been down here?”

      “A few weeks.”

      She sloughed sweat off her forehead with the back of her hand. “Why are you down here?”

      “The same reason you are.”

      She laughed. “You have no idea why I’m here. Why would you think that?”

      “Everyone in the dungeon is here for the same reason. We pissed off the queen. Oh, excuse me, the empress. See, it’s mistakes like that that earned me this cell.”

      “What’s your name?”

      She heard him shift positions on the other side of the wall. “No names. It’s better that way.”

      Raven frowned, although she understood the sentiment. He had no reason to trust her, just as she had no reason to trust him. “Okay.”

      “So what did you do to end up here?”

      “Pissed off the queen, I mean the empress,” she said dryly. Like she was going to offer him more than he was willing to give.

      The man laughed. “Right. Your accent is foreign though. You’re not a Highborn, that’s for sure. You must be an outsider. From one of the other kingdoms?”

      Raven traced a pattern against her palm and had a change of heart. There was one thing she wanted others here to know, because it was clear Eleanor intended to hide it. If that weren’t true, Raven would be with Gabriel now.

      “I’m Gabriel’s wife,” Raven said softly.

      “Gabriel? The heir? He’s been gone for centuries.”

      “He’s back. We’re back.”

      There was a long pause. “I heard a commotion at the other end of the dungeon, but the sound was muffled. I couldn’t make out words.”

      “That was us.”

      “You and Gabriel? I thought I heard a third.”

      “Tobias is with him.”

      The stranger shifted, bringing his mouth closer to the grate. “Are they here, in another part of the dungeon?”

      She blew out an exhausted breath. “No. They’re upstairs at some sort of banquet.”

      The stranger scoffed incredulously. “If you truly are mate to the heir, why are you in the dungeon if he’s being welcomed back like the prince he is?”

      Feeling exhausted, Raven wiped the sweat from her forehead. She was so hot she could hardly think. It felt like her brain was boiling.

      “Eleanor knows if she keeps me here, Gabriel will do anything she asks. He would never cooperate with her otherwise.”

      “I see. So you’re a dead woman walking.”

      Raven shook her head. “No. Gabriel will come for me. He’ll make sure she treats me well or he won’t do what she wants.”

      He gave her a pitying laugh. “Maybe, at first. But she’ll find a way to keep you from him.”

      “You don’t know that. Gabriel will never allow it.” She closed her eyes. Her head pounded.

      “It’s clear to me that you aren’t from here, so let me explain something to you. Gabriel is the eldest heir to the throne of Paragon. Eleanor enjoys her seat on the throne and will not give it up. A rebellion is rising among the kingdoms. Eleanor’s best bet to stay in power is for Gabriel to entertain suitors. An alliance by marriage with one of the other kingdoms could stave off the rebellion and give her an excuse to appoint him ruler of another court and save her seat. She needs to use him, which means she’ll use you.”

      “Gabriel will only cooperate so long and so far. We’re bound. He’ll burn the place down before he takes a second mate.”

      The dragon snorted. “You’re not understanding this, are you? Gabriel will do it for you. All Eleanor has to do is keep you alive. He does what she wants, you get fed. He refuses, you don’t. A dragon will do anything for his mate. Anything. At first he’ll do it for a chance to see you. Those visits will grow longer and longer apart. Then he’ll do it for simple proof you’re still alive. Then he’ll do it for her word she will not harm you. Soon you’ll be as good as dead, locked in a coffin of stone with just enough to keep your heart beating while Gabriel plays out her wicked scheme.”

      An invisible vise clutched her torso and squeezed. He was right. If Eleanor had any intention of being remotely kind, she wouldn’t let her bake in this dungeon. A chill slicked over her sweat-drenched skin.

      “You understand now,” he said. “You see what I’m telling you is true.”

      “Fuck,” she whispered. She was tired and her head was throbbing. “Every time I think I understand the level of evil Eleanor embodies, I’m proven wrong. She soars right past it.”

      He laughed a deep, rumbling chuckle. There was the dragon. Up until then, she might have mistaken him for human based solely on his voice. But that laugh, that was the laugh of a beast biding its time somewhere inside.

      She closed her eyes and leaned her aching head against the wall. “Come on, Gabriel,” she said under her breath.

      “You may get one chance, maybe two, to get out of this cell,” the dragon said. “Eleanor may entertain the idea of letting Gabriel see you at first, the better to string him along.”

      “I’m counting on it.”

      He lowered his voice. “It will be soon. He’ll want to see you before he sleeps.”

      Raven wondered how he could tell the time in this dim pit of obsidian.

      “When they take you upstairs, you need to do something for me. For us.”

      Raven narrowed her eyes. “Us? I don’t even know your name.”

      “No, but you already know we are on the same side when it comes to Eleanor.”

      She rubbed the back of her neck. “So?”

      “Listen to me very carefully. I am going to tell you a story about Eleanor, and if you want to survive this thing she has planned for you and Gabriel, you’d better listen.”
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      A blond guard dressed in a red-and-black tunic with a braided gold sash across his chest slid a key into the lock of her cell. Raven remained perfectly still, her body weak and thirsty from the heat, until the door was completely open.

      “Come with me,” he said. “Now.”

      She rose and followed, glancing back to get a glimpse through the bars of the neighboring cell. A flash of pale skin and chestnut hair caught her eye before the guard tugged her elbow and thrust her toward the door.

      “Where are you taking me?” she asked the guard, her throat cracking from thirst.

      “Silence.”

      The sheer pleasure as they climbed the circular staircase and the temperature dropped had her breathing more deeply. When the guard opened the doors to the palace proper and a cool breeze wafted over her, she almost moaned.

      He half dragged her down the hall and thrust her into a room. The door closed and locked behind her. Well, this was far more comfortable than the dungeon. A bed was situated at the center of the room, swathed in white linens and facing an open window with a view of the stars. But it was the door to the right that drew her. A bathroom.

      She turned on the faucet and lowered her lips to the flowing water. It was cool and sweet. She drank until her belly could hold no more, then filled the tub. She stripped out of her clothes and got in even before it was full. In a small ceramic indent in the side of the basin, there was soap and what she assumed was shampoo, although she couldn’t read the labels. She lathered her skin and then her hair, rinsing away the caked sweat and grime.

      She’d just finished washing when the sound of footsteps in the adjoining room sent her reaching for a towel. She wrapped it around her body and crept behind the door. It opened toward her nose and she held her breath. Gabriel stepped into the bathroom.

      “Gabriel.” She blew out a relieved breath.

      Gabriel whirled and took her in his arms.

      He kissed her and cupped her face. “I was so afraid. I didn’t know what she’d done to you,” he said breathlessly. “This… this doesn’t seem so bad.”

      She closed her eyes. “They didn’t keep me here.”

      When she opened them again, his held the intensity of an angry dragon. “Where did they keep you?”

      “In the dungeon.”

      Gabriel cursed and backed away, shaking his head.

      “It’s hot there. Dreadfully hot. And they didn’t feed us all day.”

      A heinous curse flew from Gabriel’s lips, and he charged from the bathroom to the door. “I want food in here now!” he yelled to the guard in the hall. The growl that followed rattled the walls. The man bolted for places unknown.

      She pulled him back into the room. “We need to talk.”

      He closed the door. “What is it? Is there more? Did they hurt you?”

      “No. Listen. There’s a man in the cell next to me. A dragon. He told me that if they allowed me out tonight, there was something I should do, something that could help us.”

      Gabriel narrowed his eyes. “Who was this dragon? What was his name?”

      She shook her head. “He didn’t tell me his name. He said there’s a magical object hidden in the library behind a book called The Saddle of Arythmetes. It’s a box with something inside that he says will help us escape, and if I can get my hands on it and bring it to him, he may be able to break us all out of here.”

      The growing scowl on Gabriel’s face told her what he thought of the idea. “Raven, you have no idea who this man is. If he’s in a dungeon in Paragon, he is no friend of yours.”

      She hugged the towel tighter around her. “I can’t explain it, Gabriel. I trust him. He… he reminds me of someone.”

      “You were hot and tired and starved. This person offered you some comfort. But you have to realize this is likely a trap. Why do you think they put you in that cell next to him? Odd, don’t you think?”

      Raven furrowed her brow. She hadn’t thought about it at all.

      “This dragon tells you to steal something from the library and bring it to him. What then? I’ll tell you what will happen, Raven. He’ll turn you in, and then Eleanor will have a reason and an excuse to keep you down there permanently.”

      The truth behind his words fell heavy on her shoulders. He was right; she wasn’t thinking clearly. If not for Gabriel, she might have made a terrible mistake. There was a knock on the door. Gabriel opened it and rolled in a tray laden with food of a type she’d never seen before.

      When the door was closed again, he took her by the shoulders. “Come, let’s find you something to wear.”

      He led her to a closet filled with lustrous fabrics.

      “Wow. This is all gorgeous.”

      “This was my old room. They’ve replaced the clothes with things that are fashionable now. Unfortunately, it’s all for men. Here. This should work to sleep in.” He handed her a pair of stretchy tights and a soft shirt that would have likely been formfitting on him but hung on her like a tunic.

      “Thank you.”

      “I think you’ll like this meal. It tastes a bit like your pork, but spicy and with more of a tang.”

      He loaded her plate and she sat down in front of it. In minutes, she’d inhaled half of it while Gabriel sipped a glass of wine across from her. She supposed he’d already eaten. It had to be late. Paragon’s two moons were high in the night sky.

      “Something else the prisoner said is bothering me,” she whispered.

      Gabriel leaned forward, all his attention on her. If he thought she was stupid for listening to the man in the dungeon, he gave no indication. Her mate was fully attentive with nothing but concern in his eyes.

      “He said that Eleanor would want you to entertain a union with royalty from one of the other kingdoms. He said she needs it. She needs to use you to buffer relations because there is a rebellion rising.”

      Gabriel leaned back in his chair and threaded his fingers over his stomach. “Hmmm.”

      “That sounds ominous.”

      “Eleanor hinted as much tonight. She introduced me to several women from royal families across the five kingdoms.”

      Raven dropped her fork. “Then maybe this dragon is right. He says Eleanor will slowly try to distance me from you in an attempt to coerce you into playing the bachelor and smoothing over political turmoil.”

      Gabriel rubbed his face. “I don’t know, Raven, but I won’t allow them to send you back there. If Mother wants my cooperation, she’ll allow you to stay here.”

      She scoffed. “This is just a different type of prison.”

      Tension crackled between them. Neither option was ideal, and they both knew it. Eleanor had the upper hand. Gabriel rubbed the back of his neck in exasperation.

      “Tell me about today. What happened?” Raven asked.

      “Eleanor executed Brynhoff and blamed his dead heart for everything that happened at Marius’s coronation. She told the Highborn Court that Tobias and I were ‘recovered’ by Ransom, Scoria’s successor and the new head of the Obsidian Guard. She basically absolved herself from all responsibility for Marius’s murder while simultaneously forcing Tobias and me to support her as empress while we recovered from our prolonged absence.”

      “Fuck. She’s brilliantly evil. Now whatever rebellion is stewing, they can’t use Marius’s murder or your disappearance against her to gain favor with the populace.”

      He nodded. “She has all of us right where she wants us.”

      Suddenly Raven wasn’t hungry anymore. She leaned back in her chair and toyed with her food, twirling her fork. “So what do we do?”

      “We bide our time. We do what we have to do. And we pray.”

      Raven thought back to just a few days ago. After she’d delivered their baby, she’d died. She’d lost too much blood and her heart had temporarily stopped beating. In that dark moment, she’d had a vision that the goddess Circe had come to her. She remembered the goddess, her creamy olive skin, dark hair, and eyes the color of molten gold. She’d seemed so kind.

      Raven raised her chin and said, “I think prayer is an excellent idea.”
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        Paragon

        A long time ago

      

      

      Nathaniel peered around the corner into his mother’s private parlor and spotted her inside, the yellow silk of her floor-length dress bunched in her hand. His scrawny body was slight enough she didn’t notice him at first, which was exactly what he wanted. She was doing something strange, something he’d never seen a dragon do, and he wanted to watch.

      Mother had drawn a symbol on the obsidian floor in chalk, a strange symbol like the ones he’d been taught in school that only the witches of Darnuith used. His schoolmaster said witches were evil, filthy creatures that couldn’t be trusted, which made the fact that the symbol was here, drawn by his mother, all the more odd. On one side of the symbol was a bowl of water. On the other side, a white bird. The bird’s feet and wings were bound, and it writhed helplessly in its spot.

      Mother paced around the circle, her citrine ring glowing gold on her finger. “Fitzucalcula,” she said. Nothing happened. “Fitzucalcula!” she said again, louder.

      “It needs fuel,” Nathaniel said.

      His mother’s eyes snapped to his. She was so beautiful, a dark, red-lipped queen whose eyes turned soft and loving when she saw him.

      “What are you doing up, Nathaniel? Isn’t it past your bedtime?”

      “I felt it,” he said, pointing to the circle.

      She tilted her head. “What’s that? You… felt the symbol?”

      He nodded. “It’s whispering to me. Not in words exactly.” He shook his head. “But I can sense it. It’s telling me what to do to make it work.”

      “Well, come in. If the symbol is speaking to you, you must help me with it.”

      He jogged to her side and she squatted beside him and kissed him on the cheek.

      “Can you tell what Mummy is trying to do?”

      Nathaniel concentrated on the things in front of him. “It’s a spell like witches do.”

      “Ah, ah, ah.” She wagged her finger. “It is a spell, but it’s a new kind of spell. One that dragons do, or will do when I figure it out. I have a friend from the fairy kingdom who is teaching me, only I can’t get it to work.”

      “What’s it supposed to do?”

      “I’m trying to make this bird look like a narwit. Dragons can use illusion on themselves, but we can’t change how other things appear. If I can learn this spell, I can learn to extend my illusion beyond my body.”

      Nathaniel narrowed his eyes. “It needs fuel.”

      “I heard you say that before. How do you know that?”

      “I can feel it.” He pointed at the symbol. “That’s the magic—it’s like the gears for grinding flour.” He pointed to the water. “That’s what you are grinding.” He pointed to the bird. “That’s what the magic will act upon. The illusion will wrap around the bird.”

      “What do you mean when you say it has no fuel?”

      “There’s nothing to turn the gears.” He looked up at her. How could he make her understand?

      “Ah, but the magic word is supposed to turn the gears. Fitzucalcula.”

      Nathaniel shook his head. “Dragons don’t have magic in their words.” He laughed.

      Her eyes widened, and he could tell the moment she understood. “You genius boy. Of course we don’t. We have magic in ourselves.”

      He nodded.

      She hugged him around the shoulders. “Would you like to do the honors, or shall I?”

      He gazed up at her with such love he thought his heart would explode. “Can I, Mummy?”

      “Oh yes, dear boy. You are very good at this. Let’s see you make it work.”

      He extended a talon from his left hand and pressed it to the skin of his right index finger. A bead of blood formed there, and he held it over the circle. Three fat drops slapped the floor.

      Immediately the symbol glowed to life and started to spin, lifting off the floor and taking the bird and the water with it. It was a whirlpool. A hurricane. A blur of feathers and rain.

      It all crashed to the floor and broke apart rather abruptly, the magic dissipating like clearing smoke. There in front of him was the cutest pink narwit, wiggling its four ears at him and grunting softly. His mother squealed.

      “Very good. Very good, Nathaniel.” She hugged him tight.

      He smiled so wide his cheeks hurt.

      “I have an idea.”

      He widened his eyes expectantly. Perhaps they’d do another spell.

      “How would you like to skip fighting in the pits for a few weeks and instead work with Mummy to write her new book on dragon spells?”

      Nathaniel jumped up and down. He hated fighting. If he could, he’d never go to the pits again. “Oh yes, Mummy, please.”

      She kissed his temple. “Done. Now go to bed. Tomorrow we’ll experiment with something new.”

      He obeyed, so excited for this new adventure.
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        Mistwood Manor

        Modern day

      

      

      Nathaniel woke with a start and was pleasantly surprised to find Clarissa still curled into his chest. She was his. Finally. Just the thought filled him with warmth and a seemingly bottomless well of love and protective instinct. He kissed her on the top of her sleeping head, drawing the scent of warm, sex-exhausted woman into his nose. A dragon could live on that.

      So why, after such a perfect morning, had he dreamed about his dead mother?

      It had to have been Grindylow’s suggestion that the dragon queen was to blame for Clarissa’s curse. Nathaniel had wonderful memories of his mother. Together they’d filled her spell book with magic adapted to a dragon’s abilities. It was groundbreaking, and he had come to practice magic with her on a regular basis. It was that magic that had saved them all.

      When Brynhoff had murdered Marius, his mother had safely transported them to Earth, using the very magic he’d helped her develop over the years. He’d understood it better than any of his siblings. And she’d likely been murdered by Brynhoff for protecting them. That was three centuries ago. He didn’t even know who the queen of Paragon was now, but if it would help his mate, he would find out.

      He carefully extracted himself from under Clarissa and reached for his phone, moving into his library and closing the door before placing the call so that he wouldn’t wake her. When his friend answered, he got straight to it.

      “Wallace, I have a favor to ask.” He explained how he wanted to meet the doppelgänger.

      “I’ll get them here. I’ll be in touch with a place and time,” Wallace said in his typical no-nonsense tone.

      Once his old friend ended the call, Nathaniel reached for his tarot cards.

      “Tell me about the queen of Paragon.” He dealt his usual spread. The ten of wands stood out immediately. “Oppression,” he said, and it was related to the four of swords. The card could have many meanings, but the one his mind attached to was coffin or tomb. Perhaps his mother’s death, the literal oppression of her life. The other cards in the spread seemed to enforce something more though. Oppression due to her death? Perhaps the new queen was exceptionally cruel. The last card in the spread was the Wheel of Fortune. He sat down hard in his chair. Were the cards suggesting it was his destiny to set things right? He swept the cards back into his hand.

      He was getting ahead of himself. One step at a time. He would meet this doppelgänger and see if she could provide clarity in the interpretation of Grindylow’s words.

      His phone buzzed in his hand. A text from Wallace.

      My office. 1 pm.

      After a glorious breakfast, most of which was spent with Clarissa on his lap, Nathaniel explained his plan to his new mate. She enthusiastically agreed it was the best place to start.

      Several hours later, he escorted her to Peter’s office. The warm wood paneling and heavy mahogany desk was as welcoming as the man who greeted them both with a tight hug. “My dear friend, it is a pleasure indeed to see you again.”

      “You too, Wallace.”

      “And you, Clarissa. I hope you don’t mind my saying so, but I’d wondered if you’d return to us. I am relieved to see you back in the fold.” He embraced her with a steady thump to her back before releasing her.

      “No offense taken. I’m glad to hear you’re in good health.”

      Nathaniel took a seat with his back to the door, Clarissa next to him. “So, where is this mysterious book and the owners you mentioned?”

      “On their way,” Wallace said.

      There was a knock on the open door and they all turned. Nathaniel almost fell out of his chair when he saw who stood in the doorway. His dragon twisted. His senses snapped to attention, his nose attempting to confirm what his eyes were showing him. It had been centuries, but his sister hadn’t changed all that much.

      “Ms. Valor. Thank you for coming,” Wallace said.

      Nathaniel’s jaw worked uselessly, his gaze locked with the dark-haired woman in the doorway. Finally his voice gave way with one breathy word that escaped his lips. “Rowan?”

      “By the Mountain!” She ran to him and hugged him as hard and as certainly as she had when they were kids. She kissed him firmly on the cheek. “Nathaniel!”

      When the hug broke, he looked at her in confusion. “What are you doing here?”

      She opened her mouth to speak but paused when another woman appeared in the doorway. Nathaniel’s voice failed him again. It was Clarissa. Younger than she was now and with the natural black hair she once had as a young woman.

      The newcomer’s gaze darted between each of them and then locked on Clarissa.

      “Oh my… You’re Clarissa. Like the Clarissa! I have all your music!” She held out her hand, and Clarissa shook it robotically, staring at the woman with an expression of shocked silence. “Believe it or not, people say I look like you.”

      Rowan turned to the young woman, “This is my associate, Avery Tanglewood.”

      Clarissa finally found her voice. “It’s nice to meet you. You, uh, you do look…” She trailed off, her lips parting.

      Rowan grabbed Avery’s elbow. “Avery, this is my brother Nathaniel.”

      Peter Wallace straightened. “Brother?”

      All Nathaniel could do was repeat himself. “What are you doing here?” He felt like someone had pulled the rug out from under him and he was falling fast and hard toward the floor.

      Rowan grabbed his hands like an anchor in a tumultuous sea. “We were wrong, Nathaniel, about everything. We don’t need to stay apart. So much has happened. Please, come with us. There’s something we need to show you.”

      Nathaniel didn’t understand, but he nodded his head. He reached for Clarissa’s hand. She was still staring at Avery like she was entranced. Shocked silent, he moved to follow Rowan from the small office.

      “B-but what about the book?” Wallace asked before they could leave.

      They all turned to him for a beat. Nathaniel had to blink a few times before he remembered what his friend was talking about.

      He exchanged glances with Rowan before admitting, “I am fairly sure I wrote it.”

      Rowan gave Wallace a warm smile and shrugged. “Keep it.”
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      Clarissa tried to concentrate on what Rowan was saying but her mind kept fading in and out. This was important. Nathaniel’s mother was still alive and ruling Paragon. The queen now called herself empress and had masterminded the coup that had exiled the dragon siblings.

      They’d returned to a flat in London where Rowan claimed she had something Nathaniel had to see. That something was actually a someone. Clarissa met Rowan’s mate, Nick, who was a giant of a human and greeted her with a warm hug and a thick New York accent. She’d also met Nathaniel’s brother, Alexander, who was thin for a dragon and whose rumpled T-shirt and jeans told her he was possibly less refined than his siblings. He’d introduced his mate, Maiara, whose quiet disposition left Clarissa with more questions than answers.

      But as they all gathered around a table in the dining room, it was Avery she couldn’t stop staring at in absolute wonder. It wasn’t just that the woman looked like her. Clarissa felt the strangest sense of connection, like she’d known her for a very long time even though they’d just met.

      “Here’s a picture of Raven,” Avery said, holding out her phone.

      Clarissa perused the screen. Raven’s build was less curvy than her own and Avery’s but she still looked enough like Clarissa one might assume they were related. Sisters. Was this who Grindylow had been referring to?

      “Where is Raven now?” Clarissa asked in a whisper, not wanting to interrupt the conversation between Rowan and Nathaniel.

      Avery threaded her fingers. “She’s a prisoner of Paragon. Aborella abducted her along with Gabriel and Tobias the day after the baby was born. She’s been gone two weeks now.”

      “Baby?” Clarissa asked.

      “Yes.” Avery smiled. “Gabriel and Raven have a child.”

      Clarissa’s hand shot out and squeezed Nathaniel’s arm. He’d just discussed with her how the mating of a dragon and a witch was illegal in Paragon and how the greater fear there was that the offspring of such a union would be too powerful to allow to live. A sick feeling wormed its way into her gut. Gabriel was a dragon. Raven was a witch. Had Avery really just said they’d had a baby?

      Nathaniel turned narrowed eyes on Avery, and the dining room went eerily silent. “Did you say baby?”

      Nick chuckled. “I never get tired of the look on people’s faces.”

      Rowan gave him a hard nudge.

      Avery stood and motioned for them to follow. She led them through the kitchen and into the living room where a fire burned in a sleek, modern-looking fireplace despite it being a warm day in summer. There, in the fire, was what Clarissa could only describe as an egg, although it was unlike any she’d ever seen before. Slightly bigger than her head, it had a bumpy exterior as if it were made from a wound string of pearls interrupted by a ribbon of smooth shell that spiraled from top to bottom. The entire thing pulsed with teal light.

      Clarissa placed her hands on her hips and opened her mouth to speak, but the words caught in her throat. Her hands slid off. She planted them again. They slid off again. “Is that… a … um?”

      Nathaniel held her by the shoulders. “It’s a dragon egg.”

      “Half witch, half dragon,” Rowan said, “to be exact. We don’t know if it’s a boy or a girl, so we’re calling them Li’l Puff.”

      Nathaniel’s eyes widened. “And Aborella captured Gabriel’s mate, who is a witch?”

      Rowan nodded. “Along with Gabriel and Tobias.”

      “Does Mother know about the baby?” Nathaniel asked. Clarissa didn’t miss the ice that had slid in behind his gray eyes or the menace in his tone.

      “We don’t know,” Rowan said, her fingers finding Nick’s beside her.

      Behind the two, Alexander wrapped Maiara more tightly in his arms. The sick feeling was back, and Nathaniel confirmed her fears.

      “It’s forbidden,” Nathaniel mumbled to her. “They are all in great danger, and if Mother finds out about this baby, so are we.”

      The fire danced around the egg. Through the smooth strip of shell, Clarissa glimpsed a silhouette shift inside. A baby, by a witch and a dragon, just like her and Nate. Her heart ached. She had to protect this little one. She squeezed Nathaniel’s hand.

      “Grindylow mentioned three sisters,” she mumbled, thinking about Raven. Nathaniel focused on her in that intense way that always made her feel like the center of the universe.

      “It has to be you, Avery, and Raven,” Nathaniel said. “Avery found us. Just as she predicted.”

      “Who’s Grindylow?” Rowan asked.

      Nathaniel raised one finger toward his sister. “What is it, Clarissa?” He must have noticed her frown.

      “I was just thinking about what Grindylow said… Raven was captured two weeks ago. My power was taken after she was captured.” Clarissa turned toward Avery. “Did you lose your power too?”

      All the light drained from Avery’s eyes and she shook her head. “I was never a witch. I have no power.”

      Clarissa looked at Nathaniel in confusion and he shrugged. “Well, I am…” Clarissa corrected herself. “…I used to be a powerful witch until someone stole my magic. A strange redheaded woman plucked a hair from my head just before it happened.”

      Avery bristled. “What did the woman look like?”

      “Tall, sophisticated.”

      “Did she seem too perfect? Like she’d had extensive plastic surgery?”

      “Yes, now that you mention it.”

      Avery lowered herself to the sofa. “That’s Aborella. The same illusion she used when she was controlling me.”

      Rowan moved closer to the fire. Nick didn’t seem happy to let her go, and Alexander’s and Maiara’s expressions were murderous. Whoever this Aborella was, she was hated among this crew. “Nathaniel, you’ve always understood magic better than the rest of us. What do you think’s going on here?”

      Nathaniel reached into his pocket and pulled out his pipe, lighting it up and sending a ring of smoke toward the fireplace. “Clarissa, Avery, and Raven don’t just look alike.” Nathaniel cast her a glance and Clarissa nodded, reassuring him it was okay to share. “Clarissa and I visited an oracle recently. A very dangerous but very powerful demon oracle. It is known her words are never untrue, although they’re sometimes open to interpretation.”

      Avery was rocking slowly now, her arms wrapped around her waist as if bracing herself for something horrible. “What did she say? Is my sister d-dead?”

      Clarissa shook her head. “No. I don’t think so.”

      “She said the three of you are sisters and that Mother and Aborella took Clarissa’s power and presumably Raven’s by unbinding you from one another.”

      There it was. Clarissa hugged herself against the tension that rose in the room.

      “Sisters?” Avery said, spreading her hands. “Raven and I are sisters, a year apart. Clarissa just looks like us.”

      A ring of smoke blew over their heads, two smaller rings poking through its center. “I think it might be a metaphysical sisterhood. You are practically doppelgängers. Perhaps Grindylow was referring to a sisterhood in the magical sense rather than true heredity.”

      That seemed to unsettle Avery, and she stared at Clarissa with a strange sort of wonder. “How old are you, Clarissa?”

      She balked. “Rude!”

      Avery blushed and shook her head. “Raven and I are twenty-three and twenty-four. I was just wondering if there was any chance… You see, our father is kind of an asshole.”

      “Thirty. And no. My parents were killed in a car accident when I was baby. I don’t know much about them, but I was told I was their only child.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry.”

      Rowan ran her hand along the mantel, frowning. “Nathaniel, what makes you so sure Raven is still alive? I want to believe they are, but after what Mother and Brynhoff did to Marius…”

      “Grindylow told us Clarissa could get her power back if we bound the sisters again. If that’s a possibility, she must be alive.”

      Rowan let out a relieved breath. “Then Mother probably hasn’t killed Gabriel or Tobias either.”

      “Who knows how long that will last?” Avery said, becoming agitated and pacing behind the sofa. “If Raven is still alive, we have to get her back.”

      “I agree,” Nathaniel said.

      Rowan’s gaze grew hard. “You do? But there’s not enough of us. We can’t take on the Obsidian Guard. Even if we find Xavier, Sylas, and Colin, we’ll need help on the inside to free them.”

      Nathaniel leaned an elbow on the mantel and stared into the fire. “No, we can’t take them by force. Thankfully, we won’t have to.”

      “What are you talking about?” Alexander’s interest in the conversation seemed to have grown.

      “I know Mother’s magic. With some planning and stealth, I can get us into the palace unseen. I am the only one who can slip through the wards. The guards won’t expect it. They don’t staff the interior of the palace like they do the grounds. With any luck, we can slip in, find them, and get out before anyone knows they’re missing.”

      Alexander scratched the side of his jaw. “When you say you know Mother’s magic? What exactly do you mean?”

      With a wave of his hand, Nathaniel disappeared and reappeared across the room. He took a puff from his pipe and blew out a smoke ring that expanded and dropped down the walls. A second later, they were all standing in a dark wood. The couch had become a log and the fireplace a campfire. Nick swore, and Maiara said something in a language Clarissa didn’t know.

      Tiny bugs bounced off her skin. Clarissa smelled pine and smoke from the campfire. An owl hooted in the distance. And then with a wave of his hand and a flash of his amethyst ring, it was all gone.

      “I mean that while you all were learning to be warriors or princesses”—he looked pityingly at Rowan—“Mother was teaching me magic. I helped her write her grimoire. And if what you say is true about her…” He looked at Clarissa. “…and she’s actually behind what Aborella did to my mate, she should be very afraid of me. I know her vulnerabilities, and I will exploit every one of them.”

      Nathaniel Clarke was a dragon, a dark menace of power and magic, but Clarissa had rarely seen this side of him. Until now. His eyes were burning purple, and she thought in that instant that if she were Eleanor, Dragon Queen of Paragon, she’d be very afraid. Very afraid indeed.

      “Now, as pleasant as this flat is, I’d like to invite you all back to Mistwood Manor to stay until we can make a plan for retrieving our brethren. It will be safer there.” His gaze fixed on the egg. “For all of us.”
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      The rage welling within Nathaniel was almost impossible for him to contain. He hadn’t believed Rowan at first. Their mother was still alive? How could that be? But his sister wasn’t given to speaking untruths. And once he’d seen Alexander and heard their story, it was clear that everything he’d believed about Paragon the past three hundred years was a lie.

      The hardest part was thinking the worst of his mother. She’d been kind to him, always. He was her favorite. They’d spent hours together in his youth, perfecting spells. Part of him still hoped that maybe there had been some mistake or she’d been compelled to do the things she’d done.

      Grindylow didn’t lie though, and the oracle had specifically implicated the dragon queen in her answer. If his mother was still alive and she was still on the throne, she was queen no matter what she called herself. Considering his mate had lost her magic soon after Gabriel, Raven, and Tobias had been captured, it was relatively clear his mother was responsible. She’d survived the coup that resulted in Marius’s death and had intentionally never contacted any of them. She’d been involved in cursing Clarissa. There was no scenario where Eleanor was still in power, responsible for what happened to his mate and his siblings, and somehow was the same sweet woman who’d taught him magic.

      Although he would love a proper explanation for all that and desperately wished he could confront his mother and Brynhoff about it all, he understood this wasn’t the time. His first priority was his mate, and rescuing Gabriel, Tobias, and Raven was the first step to making her whole.

      “Welcome to Mistwood,” he said to his siblings. “Rowan and Nick, my oread Tempest will show you to your room. Alexander and Maiara, please follow Laurel.”

      The oreads blinked into sight and led their guests toward the second floor.

      Nathaniel turned toward Avery. “If you’ll follow Clarissa and me, your room is across from ours.” He didn’t miss how Clarissa beamed up at him when he said “ours.” Did she think he’d tolerate her sleeping in her old room now that they were mated? Not likely.

      Clarissa’s phone buzzed, and she withdrew it from her pocket. “It’s Tom again. I need to respond or he won’t stop texting me.”

      “Take your time.” He kissed Clarissa’s temple and watched her stroll off toward the library. Once she was out of sight, he turned toward Avery and lifted her suitcase. “This way. I’ll show you to your room.”

      She was still holding the egg in a portable incubator. Nathaniel reached for it to help her, but she shook her head. “I’ve got it.”

      “All right.”

      Avery was clearly protective of her niece or nephew. He led her up the stairs and to the end of the hall. The guest room he’d had prepared for her was the closest to his room and had the biggest fireplace in the house. Nathaniel started a fire for her while she retrieved the egg from its heated carrier.

      “Allow me. I am impervious to the flames.” He reached for the egg, but Avery jerked back and hugged it to her chest.

      “I’m sorry, Nathaniel. I know this is coming off as rude, but honestly Li’l Puff doesn’t like to be handled by other people,” she said. “Both Tobias and Gabriel got knocked on their asses trying. I’m the only one who can touch them.”

      “The egg knocked Gabriel and Tobias on their asses?” Nathaniel grinned. The thought was delightful.

      “It produces a purple electric charge that shocks people when the baby’s scared. I remind him or her of Raven, so it hasn’t happened with me.”

      She donned a pair of fireproof gloves and placed the egg on the grate.

      “So that’s why you take care of the egg and not, say, Rowan.”

      Avery chuckled. “Honestly, even before we knew about Li’l Puff’s zappy-zappy powers, Rowan resisted the idea of fostering the egg. She’s really bitter about motherhood. I don’t know what life was like for you in Paragon, but she for one seems fairly scarred by the experience.”

      Although Avery said it lightly and he had no doubt it was true, Nathaniel frowned at the notion. He’d enjoyed his youth. Maybe it was because there was little chance he’d ever sit on the throne. He wasn’t a threat and he wasn’t valuable enough for his future marriage to be used for political positioning. He was simply Nathaniel, a dragon prince with a secret, natural talent for magic. He’d always been treated with respect by his mother and indifference by his father and uncle, which was fine by him. It saddened him though that Rowan’s experience was so different.

      “Well, if you need anything, call for Tempest or Laurel. They don’t like to appear physically to strangers if they don’t have to, but they’ll get you what you need.” He stood and turned for the door.

      “Why don’t I have any magic?” she blurted.

      He stopped and pivoted back to her. “I have no idea.”

      She extended a hand toward him. “But you understand about magic. You must have some theories. Raven is younger than me by a year, and she’s this powerful witch. We have the same genes. The same parents. You say I’m part of some magical sisterhood with your girlfriend, who is also a powerful witch. So… what’s wrong with me?”

      A tear slipped from the corner of her right eye, and Nathaniel’s heart melted. She wasn’t Clarissa, but she looked too much like her to think of her as a stranger or to not be affected by her emotions. He sighed and motioned for her to have a seat. He sat down across the fire from her.

      “Magic isn’t linear,” he said. This was a lesson he usually gave new witches or wizards in the order, but he thought some knowledge might give her comfort. “It doesn’t flow in conjunction with time. It ebbs and flows with intention. You mentioned to Clarissa you’re twenty-four, correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “Clarissa’s magic appeared when she was twenty, but it took practice to tease it out of her. She had symptoms but had no control over what would become of her abilities until she met me.”

      Avery rested her elbows on her knees. Her fingers threaded and she rubbed her palms together slowly.

      “Do you want to have magic or does it scare you?” Nathaniel asked softly.

      Avery sighed and leaned back in the chair, the firelight dancing across her cheek. “I’m not sure if it’s magic I want exactly, I just want to be something more.” She shrugged. “I’m a waitress. I can’t even say that I work at a fancy, exclusive restaurant. I sling beer and bar food at my parents’ pub. Didn’t even have to apply for the job. I was never much good at school. I didn’t go to college. I don’t sing or play an instrument. There is literally nothing special about me.”

      “That’s not true,” Nathaniel said immediately.

      She laughed. “You’ve known me for a few hours. Believe me, it’s true.”

      He crossed his arms. “Yes, I have known you for only a few hours and already it’s clear to me you are an important part of a magical trio of powerful witches. As for your own power, I’ve already seen a hint of it.”

      She shook her head. “What are you talking about?”

      “You are the only one who can touch the egg. You told me yourself.”

      She rolled her eyes. “That’s not a big deal. It’s just because I look like Li’l Puff’s mother.”

      He narrowed his eyes at her. Nathaniel had a hunch about something, and he was rarely wrong when it came to magic. “If that’s the case, then Clarissa should be able to handle the egg. You look almost identical aside from a little blond hair dye.”

      Avery’s face fell. Just as he thought. It was an element of pride that the baby had chosen her, and she actually thought she had nothing to do with it. “That’s true.”

      He took out his phone and fired off a text to Clarissa. She appeared in the doorway a few moments later. “Sorry about that. Tom wouldn’t stop about the O2. We’re going to have to come up with something… Oh, what’s going on?” She glanced between them, clearly noticing the look on Avery’s face.

      “Do you mind acting as our test subject?” Nathaniel asked.

      Clarissa raised an eyebrow. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Just take the egg out of the fire.”

      She gave him a quizzical look. “You want me to reach into the open flames?”

      He took out his pipe, lit it, and blew a smoke ring that morphed into a wave symbol. He pushed it toward the fire. The flames died.

      “It needs to stay warm!” Avery said.

      He raised a hand. “I’ll restart the fire as soon as we’re through with the test. Clarissa, the shell will be cool to the touch.” He inclined his head in the direction of the fireplace.

      Clarissa stepped to the egg and gathered it in her hands. “It is cool,” she said, “And bumpy.” He had a single breath to believe he’d been wrong before a purple electric storm of magic brewed around the egg. “Ouch!”

      Before she could drop it, Avery had it in her hands. “It’s okay, Li’l Puff. You’re safe,” Avery whispered to the egg.

      “What the hell was that?” Clarissa asked, shaking her hands like they hurt.

      “Avery thought the reason she was the only one other than Raven who could hold the egg was because she looked like her sister. I was simply proving to her she was wrong.”

      Avery set the egg back in the fireplace, and Nathaniel lit it back up.

      “I guess it is just me. What does that mean?” She looked between him and Clarissa.

      “I’m not sure yet. Your magic was taken from you when you were unbound from each other. Even if you had had magic before, it would be gone now. What you do have is a natural ability, similar to Clarissa’s voice. Clarissa can sing beautifully, with or without magic. When it comes to her voice, the magic is the rose on the already iced cake. You have… something else. You are a comfort to this child. Perhaps your magic will be related to that, a balancing force.”

      “So I might have magic.”

      “Yes. We won’t know for sure until we reconnect you three and are able to test you,” Nathaniel said.

      Avery’s attention turned back to the fire, and he could have sworn the hint of a smile flashed across her lips.

      Clarissa’s hand landed on his arm.

      “Well then, it’s time for bed,” Nathaniel said. “Please help yourself if you need anything.” He took Clarissa by the arm and led her from the room.

      “That was kind of you,” Clarissa said as they entered their own room and closed the door.

      “What was kind? Suggesting she might be more than she gives herself credit for? I had to. She reminds me too much of you to let her wallow in self-doubt.”

      “Actually, I meant what you said about my voice. There really isn’t anything special about it without my magic, but I appreciate that you said there was.”

      He stopped and turned to her, unable to keep the surprise from his expression. “You can’t believe that. Clarissa, your talent is not reliant on your magic, only enhanced by it.”

      She turned away from him and snagged her nightgown from the corner of the bed. “You’re an easy audience.”

      He took off his suit jacket and started unbuttoning his shirt. “Hardly. Sing for me,” he said. “Now.”
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      Clarissa stopped what she was doing and regarded Nathaniel. He was shirtless, wearing only the slacks he’d dressed in that morning, and the sheer masculine energy he was putting off made her blood surge in her veins.

      “Now,” he said again, in the low gruff voice of a man who was used to having his way. “Sing for me.” His eyes were locked on her, acutely focused as if she were the only one in the world. It was a heady thing being the center of a powerful dragon’s attention. It made her want to obey. Made her want to please him.

      “You’re not the boss of me,” she said, flashing him a snarky smile.

      He lowered his chin. “Please.”

      How could she refuse such a gentle and pleading dragon? She opened her mouth and sang the song she’d written about him.

      Your night, it crawls to meet

      the darkness inside me.

      Don’t you know that your energy

      is the thing making me me?

      I was once a dying thing.

      You helped me find my wings.

      Now I fly among the stars,

      free from you, free from us.

      But it’s cold without your fire.

      It’s cold without your fire.

      If I could take the blame

      and lure back your flame,

      I’d hold you once again

      And it would never be the saaaaame.

      He had her in his arms before she could finish the last note of the refrain. “Still magical,” he said into her mouth. His fingers flew down the front of her blouse, and he pushed it from her shoulders. Her pants were next, his movements fast and precise. He tasted of tobacco and desire. She tried to respond, reached for the buckle on his belt, but he came at her like the ocean, his hands and mouth everywhere at once, overwhelming her senses, and she found it was impossible not to simply move with it, like jumping into the wave and allowing it to carry her in the swell.

      In a heartbeat, he had her on the bed, both of them naked. He rolled her on top of him and stared up at her like she was his own personal goddess. “Tell Tom you’re ready to sing at O2.”

      She stopped. “Isn’t that risky? The concert is Saturday night. What if you can’t bind us before then? I won’t have my magic.”

      “Then sing without your magic. Tell your audience you’ve recovering from… whatever you told Tom you’re having fixed. Your voice is incredible, Clarissa, just as it is. You are enough as you are. They will love you, not like I do, but enough for you to continue doing what you love while we figure this thing out.”

      She rose up on her knees, vividly aware of their nakedness and the fact he was pressed between her legs in the most delicious way. She wanted to feel him inside her, wanted to ride him and be ravished by him until she was spent and sated. But her mind fought against her body. This was important. This conversation was long overdue.

      “But what’s the point, Nathaniel? I told you I’m yours. I gave myself to you. What meaning would that have if I left again? My career takes me all over the world. I’m touring right now and for the next year. We’d be apart more than we’d be together.”

      “Only if you don’t take me with you.”

      A lump formed in her throat. “Your home is here. So is your business.”

      “And they’ll still be here when I return. Albert is proving a worthy apprentice, and I can help him from afar. Tempest and Laurel will take care of this house while I’m gone. Warwick can run the order.”

      She lowered her body flush with his. “You’re serious. You’d do that for me?”

      He took her face in his hands. “I’m too old a dragon to waste time worrying about geography. Call me your lover, your husband, or say nothing at all. Make me your bodyguard or personal assistant. I don’t care. Just say we’ll be together, and I’ll follow you anywhere.”

      The warm flood of emotion that cascaded through her was overwhelming. She knew what this was. She’d seen it before. Been close to it before. But never allowed it in before. This was love. Unconditional love. “Yes. Oh yes, Nate.”

      Her lips crashed into his and her hips rose to position him under her. His mating trill vibrated against her lips as he slid inside. Oh, the feel of him. He stretched and filled her, lighting up every pleasure sensor in her body at once. The tips of her breasts brushed his chest, her hands braced against his ribs, and she started to move. He matched her thrust for thrust, their movements a dance of increasing need. Her skin tingled.

      Nathaniel’s hand brushed hot against her throat and skimmed down between her breasts. He lifted from the bed and caught one of her nipples in his mouth, flicking the tip with his tongue. Heat trailed around her ribs up her spine. His fingers were hot velvet.

      Moving above him like this, on top of him, she could almost pretend she could contain all that power between her thighs. But his magic was a formidable thing. She felt it build in the air around her. Tendrils of dragon enchantment enfolded her, sinking into her flesh. She had none of her own magic now, but she could feel his pulsing inside her. The air was thick with it. It zinged along her skin, plucked at her nipples, circled her clit. Sweat broke out along the base of her neck and she tossed her head back and allowed the orgasm to crest, her inner muscles working overtime on his cock.

      He growled and fisted her hips, finding his own release and shuddering beneath her. His pleasure fed hers until she collapsed on top of him, tucking her face into his neck.

      When she was able to form words again, she whispered, “Will it always be like this?”

      “Always.”

      “When will you go to Paragon to help Raven and your brothers?”

      “Tomorrow.”

      “Do you want me to come with you?”

      “No. It’s too dangerous in your current state. But don’t worry about me. I know what I’m doing. You stay here and do what you need to do to get ready for the show. Trust me, I’ll be back in time to watch you take the stage.”

      “Will you take me someday?” she whispered. “To Paragon. I’d love to see where you grew up.”

      That seemed to sober him and she watched ice creep behind his eyes. “Maybe, if it’s safe.”

      She kissed him on the cheek, climbed off him, and headed for the shower. She didn’t allow herself to slump until she was safely on the other side of the door. She did trust him. Nathaniel was perfectly capable of taking care of himself. But anxiety wormed through her torso. It had been three centuries since Nathaniel had been to his home world. She didn’t fully understand the politics, but she understood the danger, and once he left, she wouldn’t take a deep breath again until he was back home.
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      Once they finished their meal, Raven was too tired for anything more, as was Gabriel. She thought she’d suffered in the dungeon, but Gabriel seemed exhausted. He hadn’t shared many details about what the empress had made him do that night, but it was clear she’d worn him down. Raven and Gabriel crawled into bed together, and she drifted to sleep almost instantly in the shelter of his arms.

      All too soon, a pounding came on the door. Raven opened her eyes, her lids feeling like sandpaper. Paragon’s suns had begun to rise. There wasn’t a clock in the room, but by the low placement of the suns in the sky, she knew it was very early. Her head told her she’d had less than four hour sleep. Beside her, Gabriel groaned.

      The pounding came more persistently. “Prince Gabriel, I will be forced to enter if you don’t respond.”

      “What do you want?” he growled.

      “Empress Eleanor requests your presence in the dining room for breakfast.”

      “Tell her I need my rest. I can’t support her agenda if I’m exhausted.” Gabriel stared at Raven as he spoke and brushed his fingers along the side of her hair.

      The door opened, and Raven tugged the blanket to her chest although she was fully dressed in the tights and tunic Gabriel had given her to wear last night. It was more for a sense of security than anything else. Gabriel, on the other hand, was out of the bed so fast the breeze from his wings spreading blew back her hair.

      “Get out,” he growled to the guards. But the two men in red-and-black uniforms weren’t the only ones at the door. Eleanor herself strode in, wearing a red-and-purple gown that Raven thought belonged at a Met gala. It looked like it was constructed of woven, velvet-covered wire that formed a sort of cage around an underdress of silky material. It matched the red of Eleanor’s lipstick. Blood red.

      “What do you want?” Gabriel asked her.

      “I want your compliance,” she hissed. “I want your subordination! We start our day early in this kingdom, Gabriel. I can’t help that you stayed up late entertaining your…” She waved her hand toward Raven. “Whatever this is.”

      “She’s my wife!” he yelled. “My mate.”

      Eleanor rested her hands on her hips. “Impossible. Dragons are forbidden to mate with witches.” Her gaze coasted down her nose at Raven in disgust. “With or without their power.”

      “She is my mate and she will always be my mate,” Gabriel snapped. He lowered his body into a crouch and the temperature in the room rose several degrees.

      Eleanor inclined her head and stared at him with feigned pity. “Take her back to the dungeon.”

      “No!” Gabriel’s wings extended with a snap. He intercepted the first guard and slammed him into the wall. The man dropped into a heap like dirty laundry. The second guard stopped short, eyeing Gabriel tentatively.

      Eleanor’s ring glowed to life, and Raven watched a pulsing, magical shield expand between the guard and Gabriel. His talons bounced uselessly off it.

      “Careful, Gabriel! If you want Raven in your bed tonight, you will follow my commands. Privileges are only given to those I can trust.”

      Gabriel looked back at Raven with desperate, frantic eyes, the muscle in his jaw working overtime. Raven feared he might crack.

      “It’s okay,” she said, although she dreaded what would happen next. She couldn’t watch Gabriel tear himself apart trying to protect her. “I’ll go. I was fine yesterday. I’ll be fine today.” She pushed off the blankets and rose from the bed.

      “See. Your pet understands.”

      “She’s my mate, not my pet,” Gabriel said through his teeth.

      Eleanor raised her chin. “Get dressed and meet me in the dining hall. There’s much to do today.”

      “What about Raven? She needs breakfast too.” Gabriel gestured toward Raven.

      With a sway of her chin, Eleanor said, “I’m not a monster, Gabriel. She will be fed. Now move.”

      The guard took Raven by the elbow, and with one last glance back toward her husband, she was ushered from the room and back to hell.

      She didn’t think it was possible, but her cell felt even hotter than before. She returned to the far wall, back into the dark corner that seemed minimally cooler than the rest of the cell. Despite Eleanor’s promise, she was offered no breakfast, but there was water and it was still cool when it flowed down her throat.

      “Did you get it?” the stranger asked through the iron grid between them.

      “No. I was never allowed to leave my husband’s room.”

      He growled. “You must try harder. If they let you out tonight, do whatever you need to do, but get that box. Without it, we are both doomed.”

      “How can I trust you? You could be working for her, trying to get me to do something that would land me in here permanently. She’d love the excuse.”

      The dragon beside her laughed low and deep. “Smart. It’s true, that would be something she’d do. I bet Gabriel warned you to think that way, didn’t he?”

      “Yes. He’s less trusting than I am, thank goodness.”

      “There is no goodness in this palace to thank. As always, Gabriel’s training has made him as annoying as a jurinfly during summer.”

      “I don’t know what that is.”

      He laughed. “Of course you don’t. He met you on Earth. You’ve never been here before have you?”

      She remained silent rather than explain her previous visit.

      “A jurinfly is a biting insect that is attracted to sweat. Even dragons sweat in summer. A cloud of jurinflies will pick the flesh off your bones if given the chance.”

      Something occurred to her and her eyes narrowed in the dark. “You said as always. Do you know Gabriel?”

      “Everyone in the kingdom knows Gabriel.”

      “But does Gabriel know you?” Silence. She was on to something. “Why don’t you tell me who you are?”

      “It wouldn’t help. He wouldn’t believe me.”

      “Try me.”

      “The box. If you bring me the box, I can get us out of here.”

      She’d had just about enough of this. “If you want to get in my good graces, stop calling my husband an annoying insect and tell me more about this object you want me to steal. What’s inside the box? Why do you want it so badly?”

      He hesitated. She tried to look through the grate but could only see flashes of pale skin. Not enough to build a description for Gabriel.

      “Inside the box is a stone,” he said. “A jewel. Specifically, a garnet. The stone holds my magic. It was taken from me before I was imprisoned here.”

      Raven furrowed her brow. A dragon’s magic when they were in their human form was housed in a gemstone ring made from the same jewel as their heart. As far as she was aware, there was no way to remove the ring without killing the dragon. This man had said he was a dragon, a dragon whose power was taken from him. Who was he? How had Eleanor taken his ring? Why was he here?

      “How long have you been in this dungeon?” she asked.

      “A few weeks.” His voice cracked. “At least I think so. The only way I know to gauge the time is by marking off when they bring food and water.”

      Raven lowered her voice. “Where were you before that?”

      This time he hesitated even longer. “An island off the coast of Everfield.”

      “Everfield. That’s the fairy kingdom?”

      “Yes.”

      “Where Aborella is originally from?”

      “Yes, although the people there would be loath to claim her as their own. They consider her an abomination.”

      She chuckled. “I believe I’d enjoy meeting the people of Everfield.”

      He sighed heavily. “You’d love it there. The food is like nothing you’ve ever tasted. Fairies have a complete connection to nature. They can collect the pollen from a flower as easily as any bee, and they cook with it. When you bite into a crizzle roll, it tastes like spring come to life in your mouth. The people themselves glow in the dark, and when they sing…”

      He trailed off, and Raven could have sworn she heard a sob on the other side of the grate. “Everfield is home for you,” she said softly.

      “Yes. I was born here, but Everfield is home, and if I had it to do again, I would have never come back here. This place was always a prison. I was stupid to think I could make a difference.”

      “I’m sorry. I hope… I hope somehow you find your way back there.”

      His voice was all grit the next time he spoke. “Find the box and I will.”
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      Nathaniel dressed in his finest suit. There was no label. The oreads had made it for him out of a fabric they’d woven themselves. It was as light as linen but draped like the finest wool, perfectly tailored to his athletic physique. The suit was important, not because he wanted to impress anyone but because it had pockets, hiding places, and built-in enchantments that came in useful in a pinch.

      He loaded those pockets with his pipe, his tarot cards, and a selection of Warwick’s specialized tobaccos. He also brought his shadow mail candle. He didn’t bother with weapons; he was no good with them anyway.

      He joined Alexander, who seemed comfortable in a white T-shirt, leather jacket, and jeans, and Rowan, who was dressed in a red sundress and a pair of Louboutins.

      “Really, Rowan?” Nathaniel shook his head at her stilettos. “We’re going to Paragon to recover our brothers, not a garden party.”

      She shrugged. “If you can wear a suit, I can wear this dress.”

      “Can you even run quietly in those?” He furrowed his brow.

      She rolled her neck. “As well as in a pair of Nikes.” Rowan ran her pinky nail along the edge of her perfectly applied lipstick. “I’m a dragon female, Nate. I have all sorts of secret talents.”

      “I can attest to that,” Nick said. “I have personally witnessed her run up a marble staircase in high heels without making a sound. It’s uncanny.”

      “It’s a gift.” She beamed at her mate and directed a flirty wink in his direction.

      Together they were an unlikely team, Nathaniel thought. Alexander looked pale and wired. Rowan looked like a contestant in the Miss New York pageant. And Nathaniel might have been attending a play or the opera. But they were three dragons. That kind of magic could not be underestimated.

      “So, who opens the portal?” Rowan asked nervously.

      “I do,” Nathaniel said. “I can target the palace grounds, inside the wards.”

      Rowan did a double take. “I know you said something about that before, but how? The wards are specifically designed to be impervious to magical invasion.”

      Nathaniel grinned. “I know. I helped design those wards. You might say I have a key to the back door.”

      Alexander shook his head. “You don’t think she’s changed the locks since we’ve been gone?”

      He shrugged. “I’m not sure Mother ever understood the spell to begin with, but I suppose it’s possible. There’s only one way to find out.”

      Rowan regarded him with mounting respect. “Why do I feel like there’s a lot Alexander and I don’t know about you, Nathaniel? Didn’t we grow up in the same palace? When were you helping Mom with wards?”

      “We may have had the same parents, but we didn’t have the same childhood,” Nathaniel said. “Tonight I’m going to show you a part of the palace you likely never knew existed. It’s time.”

      The three turned to their respective mates to say their goodbyes. Nathaniel took Clarissa in his arms as Rowan allowed Nick to sweep her off her feet as if she were human, and Alexander and Maiara embraced.

      “Keep your head attached to your shoulders,” Clarissa said.

      He raised an eyebrow. “If Grindylow couldn’t take it off, I think my chances are better than average.”

      “Are you going to have the world’s worst family reunion?” she asked. “Make up for three centuries of missed Mother’s Days with a ricin-flavored ice cream cake?”

      “I prefer mustard-gas-emitting lilies. What do you take me for, Clarissa? I have some standards after all.”

      “Some.” She rose on her tiptoes to whisper in his ear in her most sultry voice. “Thankfully, for my sake, not too many.” She gave him a kiss that belonged in a bordello, and he was of half a mind to delay their quest and haul her to bed for another few hours, but she pulled back before he could get carried away.

      “Seriously, this is safe, right?” she asked softly.

      He scoffed. “We are going to sneak into the Obsidian Palace, free my brothers and the witch, and if all goes well, few others will even see us.”

      “If all goes well…” Her face softened, all the teasing and levity melting away. “Please come back to me.”

      He reached into his interior pocket and showed her the silver taper. “Stay close to your shadow mail candle. I’ll send a message if I’m delayed.”

      She nodded. “Will it work?”

      He winked. “Theoretically, yes, but time flows differently between our worlds. Try not to worry if you don’t hear from me for a few days.”

      “Days! Nathaniel, what happened to in and out?”

      “Think of it like two rivers running parallel to each other. The water in each flows at a different pace. When I open the portal, I will be effectively jumping from one river into another. At the moment of my crossing, there is a temporal connection between the two streams. We could theoretically call it X or just the starting point. But as I stay in Paragon, hours and days will pass at a different rate than your river here. X + P in Paragon, X + E on Earth. There is no exact equation to predict when I will step back into this time flow, although I will attempt to make it soon.”

      “I’ll keep the candle with me always,” she promised.

      He backed away from her and turned to his siblings. “Ready?”

      They parted reluctantly from their mates and gathered at the edge of the Persian rug in the parlor. He lit his pipe and held out his elbows for Rowan and Alexander to link to.

      “Here goes the old college try. Let’s hope Mummy hasn’t reset the password.”

      Blowing a smoke ring, he waited for the magic to form a dial, a pentagram with ancient runic symbols in each of its quadrants. His amethyst ring glowed brighter, and he drew the symbol for Paragon in the air. Reality ripped in two like a sheet of paper, its edges curling as if someone held a lighter to it.

      Nathaniel inserted his fingers into the dial and twisted and turned like he was cracking a safe. The magic glowed brighter, then dissipated. Everything went dark, then split open to reveal a Paragonian sunset. Together they took one giant step forward.
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      Raven woke sore and thirsty on the stone floor of her cell. Her tongue felt like a dry slab of leather in her mouth, but there was no water to be had. The guards had not refilled the trough between her cell and the stranger’s that afternoon. The stranger had allowed her the last hot, sulfur-smelling cup, suggesting she needed it more as a human. That might have been true, but she suspected it was also a ploy to earn her trust. He’d gone quiet after that, and she wondered if he regretted his choice.

      Two guards arrived at the door of her cell.

      “Come with us now!” one yelled to her.

      “I can’t,” she rasped. Her muscles were cramping, likely from dehydration. No way could she walk on her own.

      The guards entered her cell and hauled her to her feet, then ushered her up the stairs and back to Gabriel’s room. When Gabriel saw her, he rushed to gather her into his arms. A moment later she was in his lap and cool water poured into her mouth. She sipped it. Turned her head to cough, then greedily drank the glass dry.

      “What did they do to you?”

      “The dungeon is hot. Too hot for a human without magic.”

      He sat her in a comfortable chair and poured her another glass of water.

      “There isn’t enough water for both of us, me and the dragon I told you about.”

      “By the Mountain, I will kill her,” he murmured. “Did she even feed you?”

      “No.” Raven tried not to cry. She wasn’t sure she could produce tears anyway.

      Gabriel removed a cloth from his jacket and unfolded it. There was a pastry inside. Without a second thought, she snatched it from his hands and took a bite. The warm, savory flavors, similar to beef, garlic, and thyme, filled her mouth. She ate quickly, desperate to sate her hunger.

      “I didn’t take any chances. I snuck this from the buffet.”

      Buffet. A flicker of anger and jealousy sparked within her. While she was suffering in the dungeon, he was flirting with princesses from the five kingdoms at banquet after banquet. She ate what remained of the pastry, shaking her head.

      “Raven, I wouldn’t play along with Eleanor if I didn’t know she would kill you if I didn’t.”

      He reached for her hand, but she pulled it away, covering her face as she choked back tears. Her skin felt crusty where her sweat had dried.

      “I’m tired,” she said.

      “Do you want to go to bed?” he asked softly.

      “I need a bath. I’m covered in sweat.” She ran her hand over her hair, which was now matted and caked.

      Gabriel shook his head. “I won’t let her take you again.”

      “How will you stop her, Gabriel? She has an army. She’s separated you and Tobias to weaken you. She’ll snap my neck at the first sign you aren’t compliant.”

      “I’ll refuse unless she betters your conditions.”

      “Don’t kid yourself. Eleanor is a master of lies and deception. The minute she’s appeased you, I will get more and worse. And if you push her too far, she will kill you, Gabriel, the same as Marius. And she’ll find a way to twist it in her favor. You broke the law when you mated a witch. She’s within her rights to call for your head. She’ll pretend she didn’t know.”

      “I hate this.”

      “I do too.”

      He swept her out of the chair and carried her into the bath, started the water running.

      While he was helping her get undressed, she made up her mind. “We have to find the box so I can bring it to the prisoner in the dungeon.”

      “Raven, we talked about this. We can’t trust him.”

      “He told me there’s a stone in it. I think it’s his ring.”

      Gabriel poured bubbles into the water and stirred them in with his hand. “Impossible. Our rings cannot be removed.”

      “He all but confirmed it. I think your mother figured out how to magically amputate it. He has no magic now. He says if I bring him the ring, he can bust us both out of the dungeon.”

      Gabriel shook his head. “Now I know he’s a fraud. The dungeon is near the center of the mountain. There’s no way out but the way you went in. And you know as well as I do that the cells are impervious to dragon magic. We were in one with you the day we were brought here, remember?”

      “I don’t think he’s a fraud. He knows about you. He said he was born here, and you know, Gabriel, I got the sense he meant here, like in the palace.”

      Gabriel’s face fell. “Then why won’t he tell you his name?”

      “I don’t know.”

      She slipped into the cool water and washed herself quickly while he retrieved a fresh set of clothes for her. When he returned to her side, his expression was cold, somewhere between rage and calculated resolve. “You can’t do anything about this stranger’s ring, Raven. You need to rest.”

      “But—”

      “Trust me.” He lowered his chin and fixed her with a fiery stare. “I will find a way to make things better for you.”

      She did trust him, but she wasn’t sure this was something he could fix. Could anyone? And as for the ring, even if she’d wanted to find the box, her body wasn’t strong enough to leave this room. Gabriel was right that there was nothing she could do.

      He helped her out of the bath and into bed, but he didn’t crawl in beside her right away. From beneath the blankets, she watched him walk the periphery of the room, his emerald ring glowing as he muttered something and drew symbols in the air. He was warding their room, the same way dragons, for all of their existence, warded their treasure. She was his treasure and would always be.

      She’d tasted Eleanor’s power and Aborella’s. She knew the ward wouldn’t hold once mommy dearest decided to take it down. The empress would drain the magic from the room or threaten her life or Tobias’s until her beloved removed it. But he was doing what he could. Gabriel knew this world. He knew his mother. And Raven trusted him.

      She closed her eyes and allowed herself to sleep.
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      Nathaniel appeared at the side entrance of the Obsidian Palace with his brother and sister flanking him. This wasn’t the beautiful front garden where the royals of Paragon entertained their Highborn guests. It was a servants’ entrance—wild, overgrown, and infested with vermin that feasted on the rubbish waiting for disposal. Humidity hit him squarely in the face along with the tropical scent of overgrown vegetation that warred with the stench of refuse.

      “Welcome back to Paragon,” Nathaniel said. “Let’s hope this visit is short. I can already tell you it won’t be sweet.”

      “By the Mountain, you’ve done it,” Rowan whispered. “We’re inside the ward.”

      Alexander released his arm, his gaze passing over the door and then tracing up the side of the mountain. “I fucking hate this place.”

      Rowan rested her hands on her hips. “I’m not much of a fan either. What’s the plan, Nathaniel?”

      Nathaniel tested the door and found it unlocked. Good. He’d thought as much. At this time of day in Paragon, the day shift would be finishing their rounds and transitioning their duties. He’d hoped they wouldn’t have locked up yet. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his pipe, tamping down Warwick’s tobacco and giving it a light. He worked the smoke over his tongue, gathering magic.

      “Really, brother, is this the time for a smoke?” Alexander asked.

      Nathaniel glanced at his brother and nodded, then released three tiny smoke hummingbirds from his mouth. He cracked the door to the servants’ entrance and allowed the birds inside.

      “First we must find out where Gabriel, Tobias, and Raven are. Thus the birds,” Nathaniel said. “Then we divide and conquer.” He waited, listening at the door.

      Alexander narrowed his eyes at his brother. “It’s frightening what you can do with that pipe, and this is coming from someone who witnessed Raven bring his mate back from the dead.”

      “You should see what I can do with a stone circle.” Nathaniel concentrated on his smoke. A tiny green puff rose from his pipe, and he opened the door. The three smoke birds fluttered in front of him, then flew directly back into his mouth. He inhaled them, digesting what information they contained, then coughed violently.

      Rowan patted him on the back. “What is it? What did they see?”

      “Tobias is in his room. He appears well. Gabriel’s room is warded. They could not confirm he’s inside it, but the magic does seem to have been performed from the inside. Likely his ward, not Mother’s. There’s a prisoner in the dungeon, but the birds could not identify who it is. The enchantments down there likely interfered with my magic.”

      “I can get Tobias,” Rowan said. “His old room was across from mine. I know a servants’ passage that was rarely used when I was a kid. I used it to sneak out.”

      Alexander frowned. “I can try Gabriel’s room. If he did lay the ward, he’ll let me in.”

      Nathaniel agreed. “I’ll investigate the dungeon. The wards there are complex and there will be guards. If Mother is holding one of them there, I’ll have the best chance of getting them out.”

      “It’s a plan,” Rowan said.

      “It’s very important we meet back here. You can’t open a portal without me on this side of the wards. If you run into trouble…”

      Rowan brushed her hair back from her face. “We get it. Don’t get into trouble or we may be fighting our way out the front door.”

      Nathaniel tipped his head in agreement, then blew a puff of gray smoke over both of them. Members of the Obsidian Guard were trained to detect invisible assailants, a necessity when most of the population of Paragon could become invisible. “That will mask your scent for the next several hours. Make them count.”

      Both Alexander and Rowan blinked out of sight. The door opened and he felt a disturbance in the air as they disappeared inside. Following suit, Nathaniel made himself invisible and slipped into the hall. Sounds of pots and pans clanging in the kitchen met his ears and then the gossiping voices of the kitchen staff.

      “Sir Tobias is fantastically handsome. I’d never seen him up close before. He was gone before I started working here. I finally understand his reputation,” a woman’s voice said.

      “Mountain yes, but Gabriel is far more desirable. He’s the heir after all. The dragon who catches his eye could be queen,” another woman quipped.

      Nathaniel glanced into the kitchen as he passed, frowning. It sounded like his brothers had been welcomed back into the fold. And odder still, the servants seemed not to respect Gabriel’s mated relationship. That was rare for dragons.

      “Don’t you believe it,” a heavyset woman washing dishes growled out. “The empress will never step down. Mated or not, Gabriel will be playing second fiddle to his mother for centuries. Mark my words. You couldn’t pry the power from that woman’s hands if it were tied to a mountain horse.”

      A chill of apprehension ran along Nathaniel’s shoulders, and he hurried toward the dungeon. The servant women didn’t even seem to know about Raven. That was ominous. He’d never met the witch, didn’t know her well enough to inherently care for her well-being, but Clarissa’s power was reliant on Raven surviving. Avery’s happiness too. They were three sisters, and although he didn’t yet understand the nature of their connection, he knew his mate would never have what she wanted most without it.

      He reached the stairs that led down into the dungeon. Two guards stood at attention on either side of the door. He drew a puff from his pipe and blew a cloud of purple smoke in their faces.

      “Do you smell that?” one guard asked the other.

      Before either could react, their eyes rolled to the back of their heads and they flopped to the floor as if their bodies had gone boneless. He stepped over them and entered the stairwell to the dungeon.

      As he descended, he took another puff, this time blowing blue smoke rings, one after another. The magic drifted out in front of him, passing undisturbed around the bend of the staircase, and he descended slowly behind them. It wasn’t until he reached the third level that the smoke slid into an invisible barrier before circling back toward him. A current of air brushed his cheek, and he took another puff of tobacco and blew. The outline of a man appeared in the smoke.

      “Who’s there?” the invisible guard asked before slumping onto the landing, unconscious.

      “Thank you, Warwick, old pal. I knew I liked you for a reason.” Nathaniel used his foot to shove the man aside, then reached down and retrieved the set of keys from the man’s belt, slowly and carefully slipping them into his own pocket to avoid making any noise.

      He strode through the door into the dungeon behind another blue ring of smoke. Apparently palace security considered it almost impossible for someone to get this far, because there were no more guards here, just torches illuminating a row of cells behind iron bars.

      He strode down the aisle, peering into each of the cells. Empty. Empty. Empty. He paused in front of the fourth cell. The smell of human was strong, but the dark room was empty. She wasn’t here anymore.

      Fuck.

      A growl rumbled from the next cell over. The stench of filthy dragon met his nose, an animal scent, unwashed and feral. Nathaniel eased over and peered into the shadowy interior. A man paced in the shadows, pale skin, chestnut hair. Nathaniel moved closer to get a better look, but the dragon was agitated, mumbling to himself, and Nathaniel couldn’t see his face.

      “Got to bring the box. She’s got to bring the box. Tell Gabriel to bring the box,” he mumbled.

      “How do you know Gabriel?” Nathaniel asked.

      The dragon swung his head around and raced toward the bars, his eyes sweeping the hall. He was filthy and his hair hung in his face, but Nathaniel recognized him immediately. He dropped his invisibility.

      “Sylas?” He hadn’t seen his younger brother in centuries. Not since they’d parted ways in northern Italy back in 1698. But he would never forget the face of his kindhearted sibling.

      “Nathaniel? Praise the Mountain it’s you.”

      Nathaniel fished the keys from his pocket and began trying each one. The lock rattled with his efforts.

      “Why are you in here?” Nathaniel asked.

      Sylas opened his mouth and closed it again. “You mean you didn’t come for me?”

      Nathaniel furrowed his brow. “I didn’t even know you were here until this very minute.”

      “Then why are you here?”

      He didn’t have time for this. “This is very important, Sylas. Have you seen a girl, Gabriel’s mate?”

      “Yes. They bring her to the cell beside this one during the day. Poor human bakes in here for twelve or more hours before they take her back upstairs. I was afraid she’d die today. It’s not meant for her kind down here.”

      “It’s not meant for any kind.” Nathaniel frowned.

      “So that’s who you came for, the girl?”

      Nathaniel looked both ways. “Perhaps, but now I’m here for you.”

      Finally the latch clicked and he opened the cell door. His brother stepped into full light. He was thin. Pale. Wild-eyed. And dirty.

      Nathaniel growled. “How long have you been here?”

      “Three weeks, I think. Maybe longer.”

      Nathaniel bristled. “Did they feed you at all?”

      “Every second or third day,” Sylas said flatly.

      Nathaniel felt sick. If Eleanor could do this to her own son, she could do it to anyone. “Make yourself invisible. I’ll help you get out.”

      The agony that passed through his brother’s expression shook Nathaniel. When Sylas finally spoke, his voice was raw with emotion. “I can’t. She took my ring.”

      Nathaniel looked down at his brother’s bare hand and had to swallow down the urge to vomit. “How? She’d have to… she’d have to remove its connection to your heart.”

      He nodded slowly and his face turned into a mask of suffering. “It hurts, Nathaniel, when she does it. It’s dark magic. Blood magic.” He rubbed his chest. “It feels like she stripped my soul right out of me. I watched her put it in a box and store it on a shelf in her goddamned library. For weeks I’ve sat in that cell without it, feeling empty, feeling like I’d never be whole again. I have to get it back.”

      “You asked Raven to bring it to you. That’s what you meant by wanting her to bring you the box.”

      “Yes.”

      Nathaniel opened the cell that whiffed of human. “What’s the girl like?”

      “Kind. Honest. Nothing like Mother.”

      Nathaniel spotted something on the floor in the corner and swept it up. Interesting. He slid it into his pocket. “So why were you arrested in the first place?”

      “Rebellion,” Sylas said. “We call ourselves the Defenders of the Goddess. We’ve been gathering forces from all five kingdoms. More and more citizens see that what Eleanor is doing is wrong. Someone had to do something, so I stepped up.”

      Nathaniel did a double take. “But how did you end up back here? I left you in Italy.”

      “I returned,” Sylas said, his brows rising. “A long time ago. Something didn’t seem right to me about Marius’s death.”

      Nathaniel waited for more of an explanation, but none came.

      “How is it that Gabriel fell in love with a human anyway?” Sylas asked as Nathaniel came out of the cell.

      “Didn’t. She’s a witch,” Nathaniel said bluntly. “Eleanor stole her power the same as she stole yours.”

      Sylas grunted. “A witch? It’s a wonder Mother hasn’t killed her already. But then Raven did tell me Eleanor needed something to hold over our brother’s head.”

      Nathaniel thought about that along with the conversation he’d overheard among the kitchen staff. It all made more sense now. He tucked his pipe between his teeth and held out his hand to his brother. “Come, let’s find your ring. I’m going to need your help.”

      Sylas grabbed on and Nathaniel turned them both invisible. He led his brother out of the dungeon, over the collapsed guard, and into the palace proper.
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      Raven felt like she’d barely fallen to sleep when she heard a familiar voice come from the direction of the door. At first she thought she might be dreaming, but a loud whisper came again from that direction.

      “Gabriel? Are you in there?”

      She stirred and shook Gabriel by the shoulder. He grumbled out something that sounded like “not yet.”

      “Gabriel, there’s someone at the door. It sounds like… Alexander.”

      When he didn’t move, Raven scrambled out of bed and opened the door. She could see Alexander through the wavy magic of Gabriel’s ward although she knew he would not be able to see her from the outside. He looked nervous and glanced furtively down the hall.

      “Raven? Gabriel?” he whispered. “If you’re there, let me in.”

      Finally awake, Gabriel leaped to his feet, his wings flexing. He held a hand in front of Raven’s chest. “Wait. It could be a trick. Dragons can make themselves appear any way they choose. That could be Eleanor.”

      Alexander couldn’t see through the ward, but apparently he could hear through it. His expression turned annoyed.

      “By the Mountain, Gabriel, I watched Raven bring Maiara back from the dead with a bowl and some stones. Don’t leave me out here. I had to snap this idiot’s neck to get this far, and I’d prefer not to have to incapacitate anyone else.” He reached beyond the door, just out of sight, and lifted the head of a guard into view, then set it back down.

      “Is he dead?” Raven stage-whispered.

      Gabriel shook his head. “He is a dragon. Alexander broke his neck, but in order to kill him he’d have to completely sever the head. He’ll heal, but he’ll take a long nap before he wakes.”

      “It’s Alexander. Let him in!” Raven said.

      Gabriel’s emerald ring glowed to life. He drew a few symbols in the air. Alexander passed through the ward, and Raven closed the door behind him. Clearly Gabriel no longer questioned Alexander’s identity because he embraced him before Raven could even say hello. She was so tired she felt nauseated, but she was also incredibly excited to see a kind face.

      “What are you doing here? How did you get in?” Gabriel asked.

      “We have to go. We’re busting you out of here,” Alexander said.

      Gabriel’s eyes widened. “How? There’s a legion of Obsidian Guards protecting the boundaries of the palace.”

      “Nathaniel,” Alexander said.

      “You found him? Truly?”

      “Yes, we did. In London. He understands Mother’s magic. It turns out he helped her develop it.”

      “What?” Gabriel’s eyes narrowed.

      “He has a magical key that got us through the side of the ward. All we have to do is get you out the servants’ entrance behind the kitchens and Nathaniel can get us all home.” He pointed a hand toward the door.

      Wild-eyed, Gabriel took Raven by the arm.

      “Wait!” She turned toward Alexander. If she didn’t ask now, she’d be afraid to ask when her voice might give them away. “How is the baby?”

      “Li’l Puff is fine,” Alexander said.

      “Li’l Puff?” Raven shook her head.

      Alexander blushed and rubbed the back of his neck. “Your, uh, sister named it. We couldn’t call it ‘the egg’ forever.”

      Her mouth gaped as Gabriel ushered her through the door and turned them both invisible. A trail of bodies dressed in red and black lined the hall, and Raven raised her eyebrows. She hadn’t known Alexander had it in him. But then, he’d fought the Wendigo and won and he’d trained in the same pits as Gabriel. Since they were heirs to the kingdom, their father, Killian, had made certain they were prepared to lead the armies of Paragon. They’d all been trained as soldiers long ago.

      But Alexander, having spent so long grieving his lost mate, Maiara, had always seemed more fragile to her than the others. Perhaps that fragility had been connected to his grief. Certainly, based on what she was seeing now, he hadn’t lost his edge.

      They were almost to the end of the hall when a tall and handsomely dark, uniformed soldier appeared in their path, a familiar-looking orb in his hand and a silver rod Raven knew was a weapon at his hip. The orb was a Paragonian grenade, and Raven was all too familiar with what it could do to a person. It was the Paragonian equivalent of nerve gas. It would cause her muscles to seize to the point she couldn’t breathe. Without her magic, she wasn’t sure she would survive it.

      “I know you’re there.” He glanced at the bodies of the soldiers in the hall and lifted the orb. “Touch me and we all go down.”

      Gabriel released her hand and lunged. The soldier dodged, holding the grenade above his head. Gabriel’s hands wrapped around his neck.

      The man’s nostrils flared. “Careful, Gabriel. Will your mate survive it now that she’s a fragile human?” he rasped. His gaze fixed on Raven, who was no longer invisible now that she wasn’t touching Gabriel.

      Gabriel dropped his invisibility and Alexander followed suit. “Ransom, let us go,” Gabriel said. “By order of the prince of Paragon.”

      “Who do you think you’re fooling?” Ransom grinned condescendingly and shook his head. The dimple in his chin reminded Raven of some darkly evil Ken doll. “It’s been a long time since you held any power in this court.”

      “Fuck you, Ransom,” Alexander said, eyeing the man’s uniform. “Captain of the Guard? They replaced Scoria with you? Mountain, Mother is scraping the bottom of the barrel.”

      Ransom’s gaze raked over Alexander. “You should talk. You look like you’ve spent the past three hundred years in the underworld.”

      “Don’t try to butter me up,” Alexander said. “Compliments don’t make you less of a douchebag.”

      “How exactly did you get past the guards at the gate?” Ransom asked him pointedly.

      “Never mind that now. Ransom, you must let us go,” Gabriel said. “Can’t you see what Eleanor is doing? How long do you think she can get away with this?”

      Ransom snorted. “Forever. We will get away with this forever.”

      “We? You can’t possibly think…” Raven stopped herself. Of course he did. This was how Eleanor worked. She made the vulnerable believe she was partnering with them. She’d probably told this young dragon she wanted him as her consort, possibly even slept with him. He’d do anything for her. Until it suited her to have him out of the way.

      Gabriel spread his wings and lowered himself into a fighting stance. “Alexander, get Raven out of here.”

      Alexander shook his head and whispered, “Be patient.” Of course! Alexander wasn’t here alone. All they had to do was distract Ransom until help arrived.

      “Yes, my son, patience is a virtue.” Eleanor turned the corner and entered the hall behind Ransom, Aborella by her side. “I am surprised to see you here, Alexander. Aborella, please show my sons back to Gabriel’s room and Raven back to the dungeon.”

      Aborella’s fingers crackled with dark lightning, and Gabriel nudged Raven behind him. “You’re not taking her anywhere!”

      Eleanor opened her mouth to speak, then balked, her head whipping around to stare down the narrow hall to their left. She frowned. “Ransom, Aborella, take these fools back to Gabriel’s room and lock them inside until I return. It appears we have another visitor.”

      “Shall I call more men in to help, Your Highness?”

      “No,” Eleanor said. “I’ll take care of this one myself.”
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      Nathaniel strode into the palace library and inhaled deeply. There was no one here. He released Sylas’s hand.

      “This wasn’t where she did it. It was here, but it wasn’t.” Sylas rubbed his forehead, his eyes wide.

      “Of course not.” Nathaniel waved a hand around the room. “This is all for show.” He pointed at the large grimoire under glass. “Do you think my mother would keep her grimoire in an unwarded room, even if that room was inside a fortress? No. She’s not that stupid. This library is a distraction, and the memory you have in your head of where she hid your ring is a false one.”

      He dug his nails into the side of his head. “The girl…”

      “Even if she’d tried to find it, she would have failed. Mother keeps her magic the same as she keeps her treasure, well hidden and guarded by the only person she ever actually trusted—herself.” And me, Nathaniel finished in his head. He knew it was true, and it still hurt to admit it.

      He weaved through the shelves and stopped before a tapestry on the southernmost wall. It was a needlepoint of Hera in her garden of golden apples. He remembered it from his youth, ran his fingers across its stitching. The wall behind it was hard, solid.

      “How do we get inside?”

      “I have a trick for that.” Nathaniel tamped out his pipe and dumped the tobacco, then repacked it with a different blend. “While I’m doing this, tell me about what brought you back to Paragon.”

      Sylas leaned his back against the wall beside the tapestry and frowned. “You won’t believe it.”

      “Try me.”

      “All of you were going north once we reached Italy. I decided to go in the opposite direction, back the way we’d come.”

      Nathaniel continued carefully layering magical tobacco but gave Sylas a sideways glance.

      “I thought it would be safer. Mother had said to stay apart, but you, Xavier, and Colin headed in the same direction. It didn’t make sense to me. So I returned to Greece. Spoke more to the oreads. They told me about an island, one that humans couldn’t reach. It was called Aeaea.”

      Nathaniel paused. “The home of the mythological goddess Circe?”

      Sylas snorted. “She is no myth, Nathaniel, and her island exists south of Rome in the Tyrrhenian Sea. The goddess still resides there. I’ve met her myself.”

      “Sounds like the perfect hiding place. How did you end up here?” Nathaniel asked as he lit the tobacco.

      “I fell in love with a fairy named Dianthe. She invited me back to her homeland of Everfield.”

      “Everfield? As in the kingdom of Everfield?”

      He inclined his head. “Yes. Aeaea straddles worlds, Nathaniel. We took a ship to Everfield, where I met Dianthe’s family and learned what Mother and Brynhoff never wanted us to know. They’ve been tyrants for centuries, bleeding the other kingdoms dry, rewarding the corrupt leaders that keep the people in rags, and returning just enough to them to make it seem like the kingdom of Paragon is keeping them afloat when, in actuality, they are hoarding riches at the expense of the other four territories. They’ve been doing it since before we were born. Corruption among the Highborn keeps anything from changing. Eleanor has them in her gilded cage. They feast on the suffering of their people.”

      Nathaniel didn’t have time to fully digest what Sylas was saying. He needed to focus on the task in front of him. He brought the pipe to his lips and blew a puff of smoke against the tapestry. The smoke formed a pentagram, similar to the one he’d used to break through the wards around the palace, but this magic was even stronger. The runes marking each of the sections were specifically designed to analyze the magic behind the tapestry and find its weaknesses. He had known the recipe for the wards around the palace. This magic he did not know, so he had to deconstruct the components himself.

      He reached out and turned the symbol, reading the runes like they were numbers on a dial, instructions to unlock his mother’s ward. The smoke had read her magic beautifully, and when he mastered the break, the tapestry fluttered.

      “After you,” he said, brushing the tapestry aside.

      Sylas looked between him and the open mouth of the treasure room beyond and tentatively strode inside. With a snap of his fingers, Nathaniel lit the candelabra that circled the room. The pile of treasure at the far end rivaled any he’d ever seen, at least five times the size of his own. An entire family of dragons could sleep inside its riches.

      “She certainly hasn’t denied herself any good thing, has she?” Sylas said gruffly.

      “No.” Nathaniel moved his focus to the front of the room where shelves of magical texts, dried herbs, and crystals lined the walls. He remembered doing magic in this setup, although back then these things were in a parlor in a separate area of the house. As he’d suspected, Mother had become more protective of her magic over the centuries.

      He glanced down to where an arcane circle marked the stone floor. “This was where she performed the spell to strip you of your magic,” Nathaniel said. “Do you remember where she put the box with your ring?”

      Sylas closed his eyes. “I can see a black box closing, my ring inside, and then she’s putting it up on a shelf, behind a book called The Saddle of Arythmetes. I feel small, like I’m a child.”

      “Hmmm.” Nathaniel cursed.

      Clearly that was a planted memory, meant to humiliate him. It wasn’t enough to take his power, she had to make him feel helpless. Nathaniel pondered the best way to find his brother’s ring. If he swapped out his tobacco, he could produce another hummingbird, but this room was so steeped in his mother’s magic he was afraid the smoky beast would not be able to sense the ring.

      Instead, he tried to think like his mother. She’d want it somewhere safe. This was her son’s immortality, and given that Sylas was leading a rebellion against her, she’d prefer to keep him alive with something to hold over him. He scanned the shelves.

      His eyes caught on a dragon skull. A baby by the size and shape. The skull rested on the uppermost shelf, its dark, empty eyes glaring toward the circle with hollow antipathy. Whose skull had it been? Which dragon child had been murdered to bring her the power of its blood or bones? His stomach turned as he spotted a rolling ladder and pulled it over, then climbed to look into the eye socket of the murdered baby.

      Just as he’d suspected. She was a sicker bitch than he’d thought, hiding her son’s heart and magic in the skeleton of her victim. He reached in and pulled out the black box.

      “That’s it. That’s the one!” Sylas reached for it, but Nathaniel shook his head.

      “See these symbols?” He pointed to the arcane marks all over the polished ebony. “This is magically bound shut. The spell must be broken, not forced. If you try to force it, it will destroy what’s inside.”

      Sylas folded his arms and bent in two as if his stomach hurt. He moaned softly.

      “Easy, brother. If I can break Mother’s treasure ward, I can break this one. Give me a moment.” He gave Warwick’s tobacco a couple of sure puffs, set the box down on the workbench beyond the arcane circle, and blew out the symbol again. For a moment the smoke rearranged itself, finding the right symbols, then it formed another dial. Nathaniel gripped it at its center and set to work on creating the key.

      A pulse of energy rolled through him, almost knocking him off his feet. He kept going. Almost there. Almost there.

      “Did you feel that?” Sylas said nervously. “Nathaniel?”

      The lock clicked. He opened the box, and inside was his brother’s garnet. He tore it from the satin mount and tossed it to his brother, who slid it on his finger and moaned as light shimmered across his skin.

      “Praise the Mountain!” Sylas’s voice trembled with relief. His wings extended, and Nathaniel watched him draw a deep, quivering breath, his pale skin taking on a slight golden glow.

      “Prepare yourself. Mother knows we are here, and she’s on her way.”

      “How?” Sylas’s gaze roved wildly toward the library.

      Nathaniel got to work changing out the tobacco in his pipe once more. He was about to need the heavy artillery. “That pulse you felt was the alarm she set on the box I just opened. It was undetectable. I tripped it.”

      “So she’s coming here now? Shouldn’t we run?” Sylas asked frantically.

      Nathaniel held the freshly lit pipe between his teeth. He withdrew the shadow mail candle from his pocket and lit it up, then removed what he’d found in the dungeon earlier and laid it on the table beside the candle. A lock of Raven’s hair. If Aborella had taken a lock of Clarissa’s hair before unbinding the sisters, then it was likely hair that could rebind them. Clarissa would have her own and Avery’s, but this, this could change everything. Quickly he licked his finger and scrolled a message to Clarissa, then watched as the shadows twisted around the hair and carried it and his message to the one he loved. He prayed to the Mountain that she could figure out how to use it.

      “Sylas, the moment we walked into this treasure room, I knew we were not getting out of this palace without facing our mother. Even if she hadn’t had a tripwire somewhere, eventually the guards would wake up and find you missing and we’d be in deep water anyway.” Nathaniel watched his message fade and extinguished the candle, returning it to the inside of his pocket.

      “What should we do?”

      Nathaniel brushed the sleeves of his suit and straightened his vest. “We face her.” He watched all the color drain from Sylas’s face. “Or you could hide in the library and let me handle this.”

      Sylas didn’t even hesitate. He blinked out of sight and was gone. Nathaniel couldn’t blame his brother. The dragon looked like he hadn’t had a square meal in weeks, and clearly he had experienced the dark side of his mother’s magic. It wasn’t surprising that he didn’t want to sign up for that again.

      Nathaniel closed the empty black box; then he waited as the sound of footsteps in the library drew near.
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      Clarissa felt like a woman whose husband had gone off to war. She stared at the book that was in her hands, but it might as well have been upside down for how many words she’d read. Beside her, Avery chewed the side of her nail while she blinked absently at the egg toasting happily in the fire. On the other side of the room, Maiara was whittling a piece of wood that Tempest had procured for her. It was turning into a carving of a horse that she said was for Li’l Puff when he or she joined the world. Nick had gone for a run on the grounds to burn off some steam.

      But it was the tall redhead who paced the room that made Clarissa truly nervous.

      Sabrina had arrived just after Nathaniel and the others had left. She’d gone to the London flat and then used her resources to track them back to the crossroads outside Mistwood. Then she’d caused such a fuss that Tempest had noticed her, realized who she was, and let her in.

      Sabrina was Tobias’s mate and she was a vampire. Clarissa had never met a more intimidating woman in all her years, and that included many pop stars and divas. The vampire’s green eyes seemed to burn into her whenever she looked in her direction, and she hadn’t sat down once since she’d arrived.

      “How long have they been gone?” she asked, pausing her pacing by the fire and crossing her arms.

      “About twenty-four hours,” Clarissa said. “But our time does not line up to their time in Paragon. For them, I have no idea how long it’s been.”

      Sabrina started pacing again. “Tobias told me something of the sort. Perhaps we should try to help. I can bring a team of vampires.”

      “There’s no way to open a portal without one of their rings,” Clarissa said.

      Sabrina planted her hands on her hips. “One of them should have stayed behind in case there was trouble. Now we can’t help if something goes wrong.”

      “Nathaniel is extremely powerful. I’m sure he’ll succeed.” Clarissa closed the book. It was futile to try to read with her stomach in knots like this.

      “Tobias is extremely powerful,” Sabrina murmured to no one in particular.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Clarissa saw the shadow mail candle blaze to life. She’d kept it beside her constantly since the moment Nathaniel had left, but it had never ignited.

      She raised one hand in excitement. “It’s a message from Nathaniel.”

      Clarissa grabbed a pen and flipped to the last page of the book she was holding. All the women gathered around. The flame flickered, the shadows dancing and coiling. She copied the letters one by one.

      “Use Warwick’s blood,” she read aloud. The candle flickered out. There on the nightstand was a strand of black hair.

      “Is that…?” Avery stared, looking slightly sick. “Why would Nathaniel send back a strand of Raven’s hair? You don’t think she’s dead, do you?”

      “If she was, he wouldn’t be suggesting I have Warwick rebind us together.” She reached for her phone and dialed the old man’s number. It rang and rang again.

      “Where do I find this Warwick?” Sabrina said. “I will bring you his blood.”

      Clarissa looked up at her and whispered, “Chill. You are super scary right now.”

      The vampire crossed her arms and backed toward the fire. “Sorry. I miss my mate.”

      Warwick’s greeting finally came in her ear. “If you’re calling me yourself, it must be an emergency.”

      “It is. Nathaniel sent me a message from Paragon. I need your help.”
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      Nathaniel wasn’t sure what to expect. After all, he hadn’t seen his mother in three hundred years. Dragons didn’t age the way humans did. However, immortal as they might be, over the course of time, things changed. From popular fashion to hairstyles and culture, older dragons had trouble keeping up. Often one could tell the age of a dragon simply by their appearance. His three-piece suit was an example. It certainly wasn’t representative of modern London, but it was what he was comfortable in.

      What would his mother be comfortable in? What illusion would she bring forth?

      The tapestry shifted and he found out. Eleanor, Empress of Paragon, stood at the opening to the chamber, dressed in a strappy onyx dress with a satin sheen. She entered the room, her shoulders squared, her chin high, and peered down her nose at him. All the softness he’d remembered from his childhood had been stripped away and replaced with a gaunt and angular visage marked by thin lips and flat, soulless eyes.

      He sighed, his heart turning to lead in his chest. “Hello, Mother.”

      “Nathaniel? You’re the last person I expected to see. Why are you here?” Her voice was as flat as her eyes, betraying no emotion. Did she think there was a chance that his motives were benign?

      He ran a hand down the front of his vest. “I could say the same. You see, when I helped you develop the spell to send the nine of us to Earth, I thought we were doing it to save us all from a planned attack by Brynhoff. But then Marius was killed anyway, and you didn’t make it through the portal with the rest of us. I’ve labored under the assumption all these years that you died in the coup.”

      Her lips twitched, showing a little teeth. “Brynhoff is dead. I was able to subdue him, take control of the kingdom, and have him executed.”

      “Hmmm.” Nathaniel took a step toward her. “And afterward? Why didn’t you come for us?”

      She shrugged, her perfectly shaped eyebrows rising toward her expertly coiffed hair. “I couldn’t find you, spread out as you were. It seems you followed my advice too well. You were impossible to track down.”

      Part of Nathaniel wanted to believe her, the boy within who’d spent years joyfully mastering magic by her side, but he knew it was a lie. Rowan and Alexander had told him she’d ruled with Brynhoff and her appearance here, now, proved as much. Alexander had spoken of one of Aborella’s trackers being worn by a monster in the late 1600s. And then there was Scoria who’d hunted Gabriel, Tobias, and Raven, ordered to return them to her dead or alive. They’d had to kill him to survive. His mother was not the woman of his memories. She was a monster.

      “I’ve missed you, son,” she said, approaching cautiously. “You were the only one who ever truly understood me.”

      “Likewise,” he said flatly. “You’ve changed your magic room. I remember more plants and less skulls.” He glanced at the skull of the dragon child on the top shelf.

      “We underestimated the power of blood magic,” she said, running her finger along a shelf laden with sorted bones.

      “Blood magic is very powerful indeed. Our blood powered many spells when we were together.”

      She shot him a sideways glance. “Not just our blood. The blood of others. The blood of children is the strongest.” She sighed and shook her head. “I am so strong now, Nathaniel. Stronger than the Goddess of the Mountain.”

      He gasped. “Blasphemy.”

      “It’s true.” She turned to him, her dark eyes hollow and soulless. “There are greater gods and goddesses, and once I obtain their book of spells, I will be the most powerful of all.”

      Nathaniel inched toward the door. “Is that your goal, to be more powerful than the gods?”

      She whirled on him and laughed. Her eyes flashed. “Isn’t it yours? Who wouldn’t want the power of a god?”

      He stared back at her in confusion.

      “Do you remember the first time we ever did magic together?”

      “Of course I do. We transformed a dove into a narwit.”

      “I’d never seen you happier. Nathaniel, you were never designed for the pits like the rest of them. You weren’t a warrior destined to brandish a sword or flex his muscles. No, you were my boy. You were a creator, an engineer of the arcane. From the very beginning, you could see the magic in everything, take it apart and put it back together. What is that but playing God?”

      He scoffed and shook his head. “You have it all wrong. Yes, magic involves rearranging the power around us, but not to play God. Its purpose is to bring balance. The power requires balance or it will corrupt. It will kill. And the rot will eat you from the inside out. You know that. You taught me about balance.”

      “I was wrong. Balance is unnecessary.” She spread her hands. “Here I am, Empress of Paragon, breaking all the old laws. Nothing has happened to me.” She paused, a feral smile stretching across her thin lips. “No, that’s not true. Something has happened. I am now more powerful than ever.”

      He frowned. “So that’s why you stopped looking for us. You have no intention of relinquishing the throne to Gabriel or Tobias. You intend to rule forever.”

      “For the good of Paragon!” she proclaimed. “I am the only ruler who can keep this kingdom safe. I’m the only one who can keep this world safe. I will unite the kingdoms and be their single, benevolent goddess. Who else could rule in my place? I am the only dragon with magic.”

      Nathaniel raised his pipe to his lips and blew a smoke ring toward her. It turned into a pentagram and widened, forming a shield between them. Her lips parted on a sneer.

      “Not the only one,” he murmured. He backed toward the door.

      “Stay, Nathaniel. We can rule together. I can show you a new kind of magic.” She raised her ring and shattered his shield as if it were nothing.

      “No. Using the blood of children? You’re an abomination!” he yelled.

      “Traitor!”

      Yellow lightning zapped from her fingers. Nathaniel sidestepped it but the blast left him shaken. That was new. He blew another shield.

      “Traitor? I’m not the one forcibly holding onto a crown that isn’t mine. You’ve been deceived by dark magic, Mother. Your mind is poisoned by it. Can’t you see what it’s done to you? To us? Don’t you remember what we used to have?”

      The electricity crackled around her ring once again, this time coiling into a whip. “I do remember. You were a part of all this once.”

      “Then pocket your magic and let’s talk.”

      She bared her teeth, and for a moment he thought he saw memory flare in her eyes, but it was only a flash, a glimmer, and then they turned hard and cold once more. “Never. You’re the most dangerous of my children, Nathaniel, and your blood will make me more powerful than I could imagine.”

      He held up a hand. “Mother, think about what you’re doing!”

      Her eyes narrowed and her next words came through her teeth. “I know exactly what I’m doing.”

      She swung the electric magic above her head and snapped it out, shattering his shield. How was she doing that without symbol or spell? He blinked out of sight, but she kept coming, the air around him crackling with her power. He blocked her magic and puffed confusion charms at her as fast as he could, but she seemed immune to his smoke. She was too strong. Too fast.

      He could breathe fire or shift into his dragon form, but neither would be any use against her. Eleanor was as fireproof as he was, and older dragons were stronger in their beastly form.

      Breath short, he could only produce one last puff with his pipe before it sputtered and burned out. Eleanor’s magic whip cracked. The lightning wrapped around his body, sending a sizzle of pain through his skin. Dragons couldn’t burn, but this magic had teeth. He flopped to the stone, muscles trembling uncontrollably.

      She pried the pipe from his grip and looked at it more closely. “Ingenious to use your breath this way. If only you had learned to use your blood.”

      She adjusted the ring on her finger, and he could see her hand was bleeding under the band. A rune glowed between her thumb and forefinger and then faded. That’s how she did it. Eleanor was walking blood magic. She’d likely taken a page from Aborella’s book and tattooed herself with magical symbols, then affixed a blade to the inside of the ring to instantly add blood to the mix when she needed it.

      She wasn’t just powerful. She was terrifying. He’d underestimated her descent into madness. The places she’d taken her magic had corrupted her to her marrow. Darkness and death were now her lovers.

      Two guards hustled to her side at the snap of her fingers.

      “Lock him up with the others, then search the grounds. Sylas is free. I can smell him all over this room.”

      “Yes, Your Highness.”

      One of the guards lifted his boot and brought it down upon Nathaniel’s head, and everything went black.
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      “Tell me again exactly what the oracle said.” Warwick wrinkled his pointed nose and stared at the hair she’d given him.

      “I asked how to get my power back, and Grindylow said, ‘Rebind thee to thy sisters.’ That’s it.”

      “And you believe this hair belongs to the third sister. You two, I assume, are the other two?” He glanced between Avery and Clarissa.

      “Yes!” Clarissa tossed up her hands in agitation. This was taking too long. It had taken Warwick thirty minutes to get here and then she’d had to explain everything. Now they were in Nathaniel’s study and he was staring at the hair like he hadn’t a clue what to do with it. “Nathaniel said to use your blood.”

      “My blood?” Warwick placed a stubby-fingered hand on his chest. “Why on earth would we do that? My blood holds no power.”

      Clarissa held her head. “Nathaniel knows what he’s talking about, Warwick. There is a reason he wanted me to bring this to you. I have reason to believe it was a piece of my hair that was used to unbind us, so this hair must be able to be used to bind us, right?”

      Warwick stroked his round chin, his bushy gray brows low over his eyes. “In theory. I would think if we braided the three strands, performed a binding spell, and added an activation agent, we could redo whatever was undone between you. But what agent? Why, if Nathaniel was here, I’d suggest his blood, but…” Warwick’s squat face twisted in concentration. He began to laugh a deep belly laugh.

      “What is so funny?” Clarissa asked in frustration.

      “He doesn’t mean my blood. He means his blood in my possession. I keep a vial of Nathaniel’s blood to use to prepare his tobacco and certain other spells. Sometimes I have to test things.” He circled his hand. “You understand.”

      “Yes, yes,” Clarissa said hastily. “Do you have any of the blood left?”

      “Oh, of course I do. In fact, I have it with me.” He patted his pocket. “I always keep it with me. There is no safe place to store dragon blood.”

      Avery spread her hands excitedly. “So can we do the spell? If we reignite this bond and give Clarissa and my sister back their power, maybe Raven can come home.”

      Warwick nodded. “Worth a try! I can call in the coven tonight.”

      “No. No!” Clarissa said. “We have to do this now.”

      “We can’t. We need more power to raise the circle, even with Nathaniel’s blood. You currently have none.”

      “What does raise the circle mean?” Avery asked.

      Clarissa cleared her throat. “There has to be enough mystical energy to activate a magic spell. The blood has it, but that’s our catalyst. Warwick has it, but he’s only one person. Normally, three or more are required to raise a circle.”

      “What about me?” Sabrina said. Clarissa had forgotten she was there, pacing at the back of the room.

      “You are?” Warwick inquired.

      “Sabrina the vampire.” She dropped her fangs, and Warwick’s eyes grew large.

      “Perhaps. Vampires are magical creatures. That’s two. Is there a third?”

      Nick waved two fingers in the air in a kind of casual salute. “I’ve swallowed a dragon’s tooth. I’m human, but I’m tied to Rowan.”

      “Hmm. Might be enough,” Warwick mumbled.

      Maiara lifted her chin. “I was raised from the dead.”

      Warwick blinked at her. “I have no idea if we can draw on that power, but your participation is welcome.”

      “We could use the egg,” Clarissa said. “It’s very powerful. Avery could hold it.”

      Avery tucked her hair behind her ears. “I don’t know. Could this hurt it? I can’t put Li’l Puff in any danger.”

      “Oh no, of course not,” Warwick said. “I wouldn’t lead a circle that would put a child at risk. It’s completely harmless.”

      Avery nodded. “Okay then. Yes. I know my little niece or nephew has power. Enough to knock a grown dragon on his ass.”

      “Then if you please.” He held out his hand.

      Avery pulled a long black hair from her head and draped it over Warwick’s hand. Clarissa followed, laying her platinum hair with its dark roots next to Avery’s.

      Clarissa stood. “I’ll show you to Nathaniel’s ritual room.”

      Warwick scowled as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “He gave you access to it?”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Yes indeed, he did.”
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      Nathaniel came awake surrounded by his siblings. His head throbbed. A wave of apprehension barreled into him and he reached into his pocket. Fuck! His pipe was gone.

      “Are you okay?” Rowan asked. “You had quite a bloody gash in your head, but it’s already healing.”

      He ran his fingers through his hair, flakes of dried blood sticking to them. “Fine. As fine as a dragon who just discovered that he and his siblings have all been captured by their megalomaniac mother can be.”

      “Tobias is here too. And the others,” Rowan said. “Aborella and that tool Ransom caught us all.”

      Alexander’s hand appeared before him and helped him into a seated position. They were in Gabriel’s old room. The place had changed remarkably little in the past three hundred plus years.

      “Aborella rounded us up just before we reached the door and threw us in here with the rest of the family,” Rowan said. “Fucking fairy. My fingers are still twitching from the zap she gave me.”

      Nathaniel rubbed his aching head and regarded the room. His eyes locked on Gabriel and Tobias. “Hello, brothers.”

      They hurried forward and helped him to his feet, embracing him in a greeting worthy of centuries of absence.

      “Alexander told us what you did for us,” Gabriel said. “Thank you for coming.”

      “Wait to thank me until we find a way out of this,” Nathaniel said.

      Tobias pinched the bridge of his nose. “If we find our way out of this. I’m fairly sure Eleanor wouldn’t have locked us in here together if we had any chance of walking out of this room alive.”

      The two dragons moved aside when a woman who looked alarmingly like Clarissa and Avery sidled up to Gabriel. “Aren’t you going to introduce me?”

      “You must be Raven,” Nathaniel said. “By the Mountain, you do look like them.” He took her hand in his.

      “Them who?” she asked.

      “Your sisters. Avery and Clarissa.”

      Raven shook her head. “I don’t know anyone named Clarissa.”

      He shot her a knowing smile. “You will.”

      Raven’s eyes locked with his. “The day Aborella took my power, she braided my hair with one of Avery’s and another, blond…”

      “That was Clarissa’s.” Nathaniel nodded. “Bleached platinum. She’s a musician. It suits her.”

      “The third sister.” Raven glanced toward Gabriel, her blue eyes sparking with realization. “That’s how Aborella did it. She unbound us from our ancestry. She separated me from my source of magic.”

      Gabriel growled. Now that Nathaniel had a chance to peruse the room, he noticed Sylas was not among them. With any luck, he’d escaped. Or perhaps that was why Aborella and his mother weren’t here. They were likely searching for him.

      Rowan’s heels clicked on the floor. “I hate to interrupt the family reunion, but can we get the hell out of here? Nathaniel, can you do the smoky lock-and-key thing and break us from this room?”

      He shook his head. “She took my pipe. I do have a bit of tobacco left if one of you has another at his disposal.”

      One by one, they shook their heads.

      “She hasn’t changed a thing in the room,” Nathaniel said.

      “Some of my clothes are still in the drawers,” Gabriel grumbled.

      “No chance you hid a smoke in here when you were a boy?”

      “Sadly, no. Not a habit I was fond of.” The dragon scowled.

      Alexander turned from the window and laughed. “It’s not exactly the same. The pattern on the bedspread is different. It used to have more blue. And she’s replaced the tapestries. They used to celebrate the Goddess of the Mountain; now there’s some other figure in them.”

      “Leave it to an artist to notice the differences,” Nathaniel said.

      Nathaniel shuffled to the closest tapestry. “Rowan, you recognize her, right? It’s not just me.”

      Shrewd amber eyes focused on the wall hanging. “It’s Hera.”

      “Same thing in the library,” Nathaniel said.

      “You were in the library?” Tobias asked. “What were you doing in the library?”

      “I was accessing Mother’s treasure room and retrieving Sylas’s ring.” Nathaniel brushed invisible lint from his sleeves as everyone turned inquiring eyes on him. He didn’t keep them in suspense. He explained about the dungeon, about Sylas being the head of the rebellion, about their mother stripping Sylas’s magic, the skull of the baby dragon, and her intentions to rule all five kingdoms.

      When he was done, they all looked a little sick. But then, he felt sick too. His mother, a woman he’d once loved and respected as the inspiration behind his magical ability, had chosen a path of narcissism and murder. Even as he raged against her, a part of him was dying, curling in on itself. He had to reframe his entire childhood, and he didn’t like what remained.

      “It was Sylas in the cell next to me!” Raven said to Gabriel, whose pupils burned with internal fire. “The reason Eleanor needed Gabriel and Tobias to endorse her reign was because she’d caught Sylas and learned there was a coordinated rebellion to overthrow her.”

      “Yes.” Nathaniel nodded.

      “Sylas tried to warn me. He tried to tell me she would use me to make Gabriel do what she wanted and then kill me when it suited her. I should have believed him and helped him find his ring.”

      “You couldn’t have,” Nathaniel said. “She had it locked down in her treasure room. I used magic to disassemble her wards and return the ring to Sylas’s finger.”

      Raven padded across the room. “So he’s out there somewhere?”

      “They’re likely looking for him,” Nathaniel said.

      Tobias darted a glance at Gabriel. “How convenient for Mother to have us all in one place. Who wants to place bets that when they find him, we are all going to be invited to a party that ends with our hearts on a platter just like Brynhoff’s?”

      Gabriel growled. “She’ll say we tried to help Sylas escape. She’ll come up with some other lie, say we were traitors all along.”

      Raven’s hand went to her mouth, and Gabriel took her into his arms. It was clear to Nathaniel that Raven was a strong woman, just like his Clarissa, but by the looks of her gaunt cheeks and pale skin, she hadn’t been treated well during her time here. He supposed she was exhausted and worn down.

      He closed his eyes and prayed to the goddess that Clarissa had understood his message and what to do with the hair. Eleanor had taken his pipe. Had she taken the candle? He patted the secret pockets of his suit. The candle was there, but so was something even more powerful. His fingers dug for the square lump over his breast, and he pulled out his tarot cards from his inner pocket. This was why he loved this suit. She’d never even thought to look there.

      As he shuffled the cards, one flipped out of the deck as if it couldn’t wait to give him its message. He watched it tumble to the floor and land face up. A dark, spontaneous laugh bubbled from Nathaniel’s chest.

      Alexander squinted at the card. “Wheel of Fortune. What does that mean?”

      “It means I’m going to need everyone to buck up and put your thinking caps on. That includes you, Raven. What would you do if you had your power back?”

      “Tear the walls down,” she said through her teeth. “Blow through this palace like a dark wind just to slap your mother across the face so hard my child and her aunt a world away could hear it.”

      “I suggest you and everyone else in this room think of something more practical to get us the hell out of here, because this card means we are about to experience a reversal of fortune, and if everything goes as I expect, Raven will be at the center of it.”
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      No matter how hard she tried to forget about her last time in Nathaniel’s ritual room, Clarissa could still smell traces of her own vomit. It was all in her head of course. The oreads had made sure the room was cleaned to impeccable standards, and the dried herbs hanging from the ceiling ensured the only smell in the room was herbal and warm.

      Sabrina kept rubbing her nose, probably sensitive to the strong scents. Eventually, she stopped breathing all together. Clarissa had no idea vampires could do that.

      Beside her, Avery cradled the egg, which was strapped in a sling around her body. “Can we do this quickly? Li’l Puff can’t get cold.”

      “Yes, please. Let’s get this over with,” Sabrina added. “There is an herb in here that burns my lungs when I breathe.”

      “This is for healing,” Maiara said, breaking off a small dried piece of something that hung from the ceiling and bringing it to her nose. She waved it in front of Sabrina. “The stink is from the medicine. It is the way the Great Spirit tells us it is good to use.”

      Sabrina held her nose. “Maybe for humans. Not for vampires.”

      Across the room, Nick tapped on a jar that held what looked like an embalmed eel. The entire wall was filled with specimens preserved in liquids that ran from clear to yellow to green. Clarissa didn’t like to look too closely at those jars.

      “Nathaniel’s into some crazy shit, even for a dragon,” Nick said.

      “He told me once he was the only dragon besides his mother who had learned to perform magic like a witch,” Clarissa told him.

      “Yeah, well, it’s creepy, but I hope it keeps my Rowan safe.” Nick’s yearning for his mate made Clarissa equally anxious to get hers back. This had to work!

      Warwick raised his hands. “If everyone would take their places on the circle please, we can begin.”

      The wizard stationed himself on the northernmost point of the circle at the tip of the pentagram. Clarissa stepped onto the southernmost arc, between the two legs of the star. Sabrina stepped on the arc to her left, Maiara spaced out evenly beside her. Nick took the space beside Warwick.

      Avery hesitated, holding the egg in its carrier against her chest.

      Clarissa held out her hand to her and smiled. “Come. You can be the witch of the west. Well, the southwest anyway.” She pointed to the space across from Sabrina.

      “Wasn’t that the most wicked one in the Land of Oz?” Avery asked, smiling sweetly. It was hard to imagine Avery being anything but sweet, although it was clear to Clarissa she had an inner strength.

      With a laugh, Clarissa took her hand. “There’s nothing wrong with being wicked, especially considering present circumstances.”

      Everyone in their place, they quieted as Warwick began to braid the three hairs. His mouth moved in a barely audible chant. She couldn’t make out what he was saying but thought it might be Latin.

      “Please join hands,” Warwick commanded.

      Once everyone did, he released the braided hair, tossing it into the center of the circle. At first the braid floated toward the floor, but as soon as Warwick took Nick’s and Maiara’s hands, it stopped and rose to hover between them.

      Clarissa felt the circle rise.

      Beside her, Avery’s eyes widened. “I feel it,” Avery said. “It’s like my feet have left the ground. I feel… weightless.”

      “Concentrate,” Warwick barked. “Picture the hairs being bound to one another in your head.” He began to chant again.

      The magic in the room built to a glorious tension, the air flowing thick into Clarissa’s lungs. She stared at the hairs, willing them to fuse.

      A wind picked up in the circle, whipping Clarissa’s hair against her face. There were no windows in this room, but the formerly thick and stale air became crisp. Sabrina took a real breath.

      “Holy fuck!” All the color drained from Nick’s face.

      “The Great Spirit is upon us.” Maiara’s gaze lifted toward the ceiling.

      Warwick’s irises glowed silver gray as power pulsed through the circle.

      Avery gasped. “Oh my God.” The egg in her arms pulsed peacock blue.

      Even Clarissa, who had participated in many circles in her time, had to admit this was weird. The power flowing was more in line with what she would feel from an entire coven of expert witches and wizards, not this motley crew of magical novices.

      Her throat opened. She had the sudden urge to sing. “Now, Warwick! I can feel it!”

      “Nick, Maiara, hands on my shoulders please!” Warwick commanded.

      They obeyed, their hands sliding up his arms. He produced a vial of Nathaniel’s blood from the inner pocket of his jacket. Dabbing a drop on his thumb, he reached out, his cheeks flapping in the circle’s gusting magic, and pressed the blood to the braid. Almost instantly, the three strands fused into one and disintegrated into dust that circled in the cyclone that had become the room.

      The magic didn’t let up. As Warwick slid the vial back into his jacket and returned his hands to grip Nick’s and Maiara’s, a howl rose. Gradually, Clarissa became aware it was her voice! All of theirs! They were all yelling into the wind as it lifted them. She couldn’t hold on. Her feet floated another inch from the floor.

      Lightning branched from the center of the circle, zapping into her and the others. She lost her grip on Sabrina and Avery, crashed to the floor, and rolled onto her back. She lay perfectly still, shock waves coursing through her body in a way that wasn’t unpleasant but was scary as hell.

      Avery sat up first and checked the egg. “You okay, Li’l Puff?”

      The egg’s heartbeat seemed to pulse softly in response.

      Sabrina got to her feet and held her hand out to help Clarissa up. “How do we know if it worked?”

      “Only one way to find out.” Clarissa opened her mouth and sang. There were no words to her song, just a single note that began low and rose in pitch like a soaring bird. Light gathered between them—a ball of light that hatched into an electric-violet butterfly. Her creation cruised around the circle, raining sparkles like stardust.

      “Holy shit,” Sabrina said.

      “I guess it worked,” Nick mumbled.

      Warwick brushed his palms against each other and straightened his tie. “Of course it worked. Who do you think you’re dealing with?” He pointed one meaty finger at Clarissa. “Tell Nathaniel he owes me.” He strode from the room like he was a foot taller than his actual stature.

      Avery hugged the egg and stared at Clarissa, wide-eyed and anxious. “What happens now?”

      She thought for a moment, but there was only one answer. “Now we wait.”
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      Raven couldn’t stop shaking. Wrapped inside a blanket, she huddled on the edge of the bed, Gabriel’s arm around her shoulders. It was only a matter of time before Eleanor came for them, and she was terrified. Between the empress, Aborella, Ransom, and the rest of the Obsidian Guard on high alert, it seemed impossible that they’d escape. But they had to. They had to find a way, for each other, for their child, and for Paragon.

      Gabriel was ridiculously still by her side. All of them knew what they had to do, but waiting was torture. Not knowing when or how Eleanor would strike was a nightmare.

      Finally, the door flung open and Eleanor appeared, Aborella behind her and Ransom by her side. The captain of the Guard shoved a man into the room, filthy and naked from the waist up. His pants were barely more than rags. Raven immediately knew it was Sylas, although she’d never seen his unobstructed face. He resembled Alexander in build and face shape, although his hair was somewhere between Tobias’s blond and the dark brown and black of his other brothers, and his eyes were the same shade of gray as Nathaniel’s. The resemblance was undeniable.

      “Well, well, well. It seems we have a full-blown family reunion happening here. What a nice surprise,” Eleanor said.

      Aborella, whose skin still hadn’t regained its normal deep purple hue, glared at her. Raven quietly triumphed in the fairy’s lengthy recovery. She would never suggest Aborella was weak, but she was weakened, and that would have to do.

      Sylas’s gaze sought hers out. “Raven, I presume.”

      “Yes. It’s nice to meet you without the iron grid between us.” She glanced down at his finger where the garnet rested. “And with your birthright returned to you.”

      “Oh, shut up,” Eleanor said, her yellow ring shining against her black dress. The colors reminded Raven of a hornet; she had no interest in feeling her sting. “Whatever power Sylas has, it is useless to you. Do you understand? You are mine.”

      Ransom snickered from where he’d stationed himself near the door.

      “Now, should I ask if Xavier or Colin are here as well?”

      No one said a word. Unless Sylas had been in touch, Raven was sure no one in the room had any idea where the last two brothers were right now. The family hadn’t kept in contact over the years. Saying so now didn’t seem advantageous though. Sometimes it was better just to keep one’s mouth shut.

      Eleanor joined her hands in front of her hips. “Let me explain how this is going to work. Each of you will swear allegiance to me and allow me to remove your rings.”

      “Fuck you,” Alexander murmured.

      “Or,” she continued, ignoring him, “when the suns rise in a matter of hours, I will invite the Highborn families to a trial where you will be found guilty of treason and executed.” She gestured toward the balcony and the night sky beyond.

      “You’d murder your own children?” Raven loaded her words with all the disgust she felt for Eleanor.

      Eleanor’s mouth widened into a wicked grin. “You may have mated my son, but you could never be a queen. You are the reason I have to do this. You are a danger to the kingdom. You are the witch the prophecy said would bring Paragon to its knees. Yes, I will do what has to be done to preserve our way of life. That’s what an empress does. We have to make the hard choices to keep our people safe.”

      From the corner of the room, Nathaniel started to laugh. “Odd. I live in a country with a queen, and the royals haven’t offed anyone’s head in a century. Are you sure it’s a requirement?”

      Eleanor whirled to face him. It took her half a second to notice the symbol, drawn with an oil pastel that Alexander had squirreled away in the inner pocket of his leather jacket. Apparently he always had a drawing utensil of some sort with him. This one had the added advantage of being black, which meant the symbol was barely visible against the obsidian floor.

      Raven had helped Alexander draw the runes around Nathaniel. It was a more powerful method than having the dragon draw them himself, allowing the circle to be bigger, the symbols more intricate and perfectly proportioned. The pentagram was pure genius, a testament to Nathaniel’s magical aptitude, and intimidating in its intricacy and its potential.

      Time seemed to slow as Nathaniel slashed his arm and blood doused the symbol he was standing in. Rowan, Alexander, and Tobias dove behind him as Eleanor tried in vain to defend herself. But they’d caught her off guard. She wasn’t fast enough.

      Nathaniel produced a pulse of power like nothing Raven had ever experienced. Eleanor, Aborella, and Ransom were blown away, their bodies crashing into the far wall. To Raven, it felt as if a hurricane had gusted from Nathaniel’s circle, and although the power wasn’t directed at her, all her ebony hair blew forward and she lifted off the bed onto her feet. She tossed the blanket aside. Gabriel’s wings spread protectively beside her.

      Nathaniel uttered a spell, and the circle pulsed again. His pipe tore from Eleanor’s pocket, tumbled through the air, and landed in his hand. The empress scrambled to her hands and knees, drawing breath as if it hurt.

      “Ransom!” Eleanor barked.

      Ransom fumbled for the Paragonian grenade on his belt, still stunned by the blow. Rowan’s wings punched out and she leapt over Nathaniel’s head, tore the tapestry off the wall and tossed it over Ransom. As it turned out, Rowan, even in her high heels, was the fastest of the siblings. She wrapped Ransom and the grenade into a tight roll and dragged his body to a spot beside Nathaniel so quickly Raven had trouble following her movements. She stood with her stiletto on his throat, her wings out.

      “Sorry, Mother, this one is indisposed.” Rowan flexed her wings, her fists landing on her hips.

      The empress shook off the remains of Nathaniel’s attack and lashed out, her talons extended. Tobias was there, his sword blocking her attack with the clang of metal on claw. The element of surprise definitely worked in their favor. Eleanor hesitated for a split second, focusing on the blade. “Where did you get that?”

      “Never mind, Eleanor, I’ll handle this.” The air crackled with energy. Aborella had recovered from the blast and was raising her hands. Two storms of black lightning formed in her palms. She focused all her energy on Nathaniel. His mouth twitched and Raven held her breath, praying she wouldn’t notice the smile. Would she take the bait?

      Eleanor’s eyes widened and Raven saw with a certain satisfaction the moment she put two and two together. Someone had to have summoned the sword in her son’s hand. The empress’s mouth formed the word no, but it was too late.

      Aborella unleashed all her power toward Nathaniel.

      “Cogitatio!” Raven leaped in front of Nathaniel and crossing her arms. Up until that moment, it had been all she could do to hide the fact her power had returned. The blanket had helped, as did Gabriel’s arm around her and then the distraction of Nathaniel’s magic. Now she joyfully let it all out. Just as it had in Sedona, the mirror spell wrapped around her and reflected Aborella’s lightning. Only, unlike in Sedona, the fairy was in a confined, reflective space.

      Raven spread her hands, broadening the shield to protect Gabriel, Tobias, Rowan, Alexander, Nathaniel, and Sylas as dark lightning reflected off her magic and ricocheted against the polished obsidian walls. This was no ordinary magic. Dragons were impervious to electricity, heat, or fire. But, as Nathanial had suspected, Aborella had used her deep knowledge of their anatomy to design her spell especially to target their kind. Now the fairy sorceress’s most powerful weapon against dragons plowed into Eleanor and herself, magnified by Raven’s spell. Their bodies sizzled and smoked, collapsing in the assault.

      The resulting magical storm was violent and hot. Raven howled with the effort of keeping her shield up. But as intense as it was, it also felt like coming home. It was like going for a long run for the first time after being cooped up all winter. Raven thought about her time in the dungeon, how Eleanor had murdered Marius, and how she’d planned to marry Gabriel off to the highest bidder despite their mating and rage bubbled up inside her. It bolstered her power. She poured every ounce of her wrath into the spell.

      Her knees buckled and Gabriel gripped her shoulders, holding her up.

      “A little longer, Raven. Almost there. You can do it!” His breath warmed her ear. She could do it. She would do it. To save her family.

      Finally the storm fizzled. Eleanor and Aborella lay motionless on the floor. Raven dropped the shield and collapsed into Gabriel’s arms.
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      As soon as Raven dropped the shield, Nathaniel was ready. He’d packed his pipe again and blew a ring of smoke at the door. The ring formed into a pentagram and then revolved, symbols flashing in its sectors. Finally the spell found the combination to the ward around the room. He stepped over his mother’s twitching body and dialed the combination as fast as his fingers could move.

      “Kill her,” Gabriel yelled at Tobias. From her place in his arms, Raven could feel his rage. He was vibrating with it. “Use the sword. Behead them both. Let’s finish this now.”

      Tobias raised the sword. But when he brought it down toward his mother’s neck, it bounced harmlessly off a hard shell of air surrounding her and Aborella, who had thrown an arm and leg protectively over the empress. Raven’s gaze snapped to the fairy. Her skin was charred and mostly white, but a symbol on her leg was spinning. Wild eyes locked on hers and she bared her teeth. That silver gaze was as cold as ice and as determined as a bulldog’s. Aborella would die for Eleanor. Why? Raven would likely never know. But it was all there in the way she sheltered her with the remains of her magic.

      “It’s down,” Nathaniel said.

      “Wait!” Gabriel commanded. “Raven, can you break through Aborella’s defenses?”

      Tobias raised the sword again over Eleanor’s neck.

      Raven wanted to. She would have loved to watch Eleanor’s head roll, followed by Aborella’s. But she’d used everything she had on the reflective shield. She couldn’t even walk yet. “I’ve got nothing left.”

      “Nathaniel?” Gabriel asked.

      “Only enough tobacco to get us back home.”

      Raven wondered if that was true. She saw tenderness in the way Nathaniel looked at Eleanor. At one time, Tobias had struggled to believe his mother was evil, but his mind had been changed when she’d sent Scoria to try to kill them. Nathaniel knew what his mother was. He’d been there as she threatened to kill them all. And although he’d been a large part of the plan to fry her, there was only sadness in his expression now. If Raven had any skill at all at reading people, and usually she did, she would guess that Nathaniel did not want to watch his mother die.

      Gabriel’s gaze darted around the room like a caged animal. “We cannot let her live. She must pay!”

      Sylas grabbed his shoulder and shook it. “We will have our day, brother, but if we don’t leave before she wakes up, we will never make it out of this palace.”

      “He’s right,” Raven said. “We have to leave before she’s strong enough to call for help or we’ll have the whole of the Obsidian Guard to contend with.”

      Gabriel cursed but thrust through the door with Raven still in his arms. Rowan, Tobias, Sylas, and Alexander rushed after him. Once everyone was through, Nathaniel’s ring glowed to life. Raven realized he was sealing the room with his own ward.

      “It won’t hold them for long,” Nathaniel said. “We need to make it outside the castle. I can’t move this many people from inside.”

      Sylas motioned. “This way.”

      But when they reached the end of the hall, the sound of running feet pulled them up short.

      “The guards! They’re coming!” Rowan said.

      They all turned on a dime and rushed in the opposite direction, toward the front of the palace, but slowed when they came to a forked hallway. Raven squirmed in Gabriel’s arms and he put her down.

      “Which way?” Nathaniel whispered.

      A flash of gold to her left claimed Raven’s attention. She could have sworn she saw a woman with two golden eyes, a shimmering dress, and long, flowing black hair. Circe. But the moment she thought it, she was gone.

      “This way,” Raven said, chasing after where the image had been.

      “Wait, are you sure?” Tobias whispered, but she was already halfway down the hall.

      The others followed after her. At the end of that hallway, there was a flash of gold to her right and then another around the bend, until she could have sworn she saw the goddess melt through a door in the side of the mountain.

      Raven rushed to the door and found it unlocked. Beyond it, stairs led down into darkness. She held it open as the others rushed into the stairwell and descended. Gabriel helped her close and lock it behind them.

      “What is this place?” Nathaniel asked from several stairs below.

      They jogged down, one flight, then two.

      “I don’t know,” Raven answered.

      Gabriel darted an uneasy glance in her direction. “How did you know to come here? How do you know it’s safe?”

      She opened her mouth to try to explain but couldn’t find the words. Had she really seen the goddess? Or was it just a hunch?

      Rowan came to her rescue as she reached the final level. “I know this place. Raven, you’re a genius!”

      “I am?”

      “How do you know this place, Rowan? I’ve never seen this part of the palace before.” Tobias raised an eyebrow at his sister.

      Rowan lit a torch on the wall and cast light across the chamber. “That’s because you shouldn’t be here. No male should be. This is the sanctuary to the goddess. It’s where dragon females come to lay their eggs.”

      Raven’s gaze roved over the rough-hewn walls of the stony chamber. The temperature and red glow from deep within the cavern beyond were even hotter than the dungeon.

      “It’s too hot for you,” Gabriel said to her. “We need to get you out of here.”

      “I’ve got this.” As exhausted as she’d been moments ago, she suddenly felt a surge of energy. She whispered an incantation, and it began to snow above her head. Instantly, she felt cooler. “Is that the goddess?” Raven asked, pointing to the far wall, closer to the heat.

      Rowan and the others turned to see where she was looking. A mural constructed of gemstones rose from the floor to the ceiling of the cave. It depicted a woman with obsidian hair and red armor that flowed over her torso like lava. She was muscular, larger than life, and reminded Raven of Wonder Woman. This goddess was formidable. She was a warrior.

      Rowan answered. “Yes it is. The Goddess of the Mountain.”

      “Does she have a name?” Raven asked.

      “It is told only to females,” Rowan said. “Technically, I’m the only one who should be down here, and I’m supposed to bring an offering. Her name is Aitna. Mother of dragons.”

      “I thought Circe was the mother of dragons?” Raven had tried to learn Paragonian history but was still putting all the stories together.

      “Circe gave us the ability to transform into our soma forms, this form,” Rowan patted her chest. “Aitna came before Circe. She’s older, from a family of titans. It is said she wove the first dragon from the fabric of the universe.”

      Raven stepped closer to the mural and its altar. There were craters in front of it, each just large enough to hold a dragon egg. “Is this where dragon mothers incubate their young?”

      “We call it the cradle. Yes,” Rowan said.

      “This is where our child would develop if we were here,” Raven said softly. Her gaze drifted up the mural to meet Aitna’s red-hot gaze.

      Pounding steps came from the back of the cave and Sylas burst into the chamber from an opening in the stone. “There’s a passageway. Looks like an old lava tube. It’s tight, but it’s a way out of the palace.”

      “Wait.” Raven glanced at Rowan. “We have to leave the goddess an offering to thank her for our safe passage.”

      “It’s a sweet thought, Raven, but please hurry,” Gabriel said, glancing up the stairs. No doubt the guards were on full alert by now.

      Raven glanced down at her hand, at the emerald ring Gabriel had given her when he’d asked her to marry him.

      “Raven?” Gabriel asked.

      “You can make me another. It’s the most valuable thing I have. Anything I conjure won’t be a sacrifice. This is the best offering I can give her.” She looked at him with pleading eyes.

      He nodded. “Very well.”

      Raven tossed the ring onto the altar.

      Outwardly moved, Rowan hastily removed her shoes and set them next to the ring. Immediately she began to sob.

      “Why are you crying?” Raven asked her.

      “Those were Louboutins.” Rowan wiped under her eyes and strode toward Sylas and the lava tube. “They were works of art… and really comfortable.”

      Gabriel tugged at her hand. “Come, little witch.”

      They followed the others into the tube. Eventually they emerged in the front garden, just as the suns rose over the horizon.

      “Link arms—this isn’t going to be easy,” Nathaniel said.

      Alarms blared in the distance.

      Raven looped one arm through Gabriel’s and then her other through Nathaniel’s. Tobias, Rowan, and Alexander linked on his other side.

      “Where’s Sylas?”

      They all searched, but he was gone.

      Nathaniel frowned. “He was never going with us. He has a rebellion to lead.”

      “Get us out of here, Nathaniel,” Gabriel said.

      Nathaniel blew a puff from his pipe and unlocked the ward surrounding the palace, then with a sweep of his ring sliced open a portal between worlds. All six of them toppled, panting and drained, onto a Persian carpet in what appeared to be a manor parlor.
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      Dragging six people through a portal between worlds had only required Nathaniel to move a few steps, but it felt like he’d carried a house on his back as he did so. It had required all his strength and all his magic. He landed limp, exhausted, and sore in a cozy room with a blazing fire.

      A scream of delight pierced the space and then a woman with bright red hair swept Tobias off the floor beside him as if the dragon weighed nothing and kissed him like the only oxygen left in the world was in his lungs.

      “I take it that’s Sabrina,” Nathaniel murmured, trying to sit up and failing. He gave up and lay flat on his back again. No one answered him.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he watched Rowan collide with Nick, the human spinning her around in front of the bookshelves. Gabriel and Raven rushed to hug Avery and coo over the egg, which pulsed happily in the fire. Maiara and Alexander approached each other slowly, touched foreheads, and closed their eyes as if their spirits were connecting first before their bodies followed suit and they embraced each other.

      Nathaniel watched the happy reunion and longed for his own. But when he inhaled deeply, trying to place her in the room, he couldn’t smell Clarissa. She wasn’t here. He swallowed hard. He needed her right now.

      “It is good to see you, my dragon,” Tempest said, his pale face appearing over him.

      “Where is she?” he whispered to the oread.

      “At the O2. Preparing for the concert this evening. Her voice was restored.”

      His heart sank. He’d wanted her to go, wanted her to sing, but her absence was crushing. Cold, hard doubt seeped into his soul. What if she hadn’t truly loved him? What if everything that had occurred had been a ploy to get him to do what she wanted? She had what she was after now. He’d restored her voice. Would she leave him as she had before? His heart felt hollow and his body ached just thinking about it. What if she left for good again? Would she even come home after the show? Or just leave without another word? He closed his eyes and longed for the feel of her fingers in his hair.

      “I need the treasure room,” he whispered.

      Laurel appeared by Tempest’s side, and the oreads helped him to his feet. That caught the attention of his siblings, who promptly circled him. He refused their offers of help and hobbled toward the parlor door.

      “She wanted to stay,” Avery called, cutting through the murmurs around him. Everyone quieted and turned their attention on her. “Clarissa would have been here if we’d known when you’d be back. It absolutely tore her apart to leave. But she told me you made her promise. We waited for you. She’s hardly slept since you’ve been away. It’s been days since we did the spell. She would have stayed had she known. No matter what.”

      He closed his eyes and allowed her words to sink in. Avery wasn’t a liar. Her face was genuine and sure. He believed her. Her words were a balm to the ache in his heart. “Thank you.”

      Avery smiled softly. “It’s the least I can do. Thank you for bringing my family back.”

      Her family. He supposed she was talking about Raven and Gabriel, but the way she said it, he almost felt like she meant all of them. Avery Tanglewood was a unique woman indeed. A fitting sister to his Clarissa.

      He nodded his adieu, and with the last of his energy hobbled to his room and took refuge in his treasure.
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      Aborella could still hear the voices of Eleanor’s filthy, indignant children as she curled on her side on the cold obsidian, her limbs wrapped protectively around Eleanor. She brought her hand to her face, and her skin was so pale it was nearly white. The runes carved into her flesh had dulled, even the ones she used for restoring herself. When she swallowed, her throat ached. Truly she was in need of healing, but she’d saved the empress. She’d done her duty.

      Eleanor’s eyes opened and her lips pulled back from her teeth. The growl that came from deep within her seemed to reverberate in the room as the empress scrambled to her feet. “Get. Off. Me.”

      Aborella looked up at her, unable to rise herself. She was too weak.

      “Find them! I want their hearts mounted to my throne! I want to water the gardens with their blood!”

      “I… I don’t have magic yet,” Aborella admitted, showing the empress her depleted skin.

      “Guards! Guards!” Eleanor yelled, ignoring Aborella entirely.

      Pounding feet approached and then a dozen men in red and black entered the room. They unwrapped Ransom from his tapestry cocoon. The captain woke, shaking his head.

      “Find them. Find them!” Eleanor commanded, spit flying from her lips. “Search the castle. They can’t have gone far.” She cursed as the men rushed from the room, her blazing stare focusing on Aborella. “That’s not true, is it? They can go anywhere. My son wields the same magic I do, and now he has a witch by his side whose power is unparalleled.”

      “How?” Aborella shook her head. “How did she get her power back?”

      The empress spread her hands. She was already healed from the attack, and yellow lightning zapped between the tips of her fingers. “You tell me! Someone must have rebound the three sisters.”

      Aborella had to do something. As a seer, she should have known this would happen. Only, she’d never fully recovered from the damage Alexander and Raven had inflicted on her in Sedona. She needed rest, but Eleanor kept pushing her to do more. There was always a reason the empress demanded her at her side. She’d barely slept and hadn’t had enough time in the forest to rejuvenate herself since she’d returned.

      Still, if she didn’t do something about this situation, Eleanor would have her head as well as the others. She got to her feet. She had no magic to fuel her second sight, but she could still see. She would search for them herself.

      “I can fix this,” she said.

      Eleanor bared her teeth. “You’d better, or there will be consequences. Do you know who Raven is? She is the one from the prophecy, Aborella. She is the one who can bring this kingdom down.”

      “I told you we should have killed her before—”

      “Find. Them.” The empress whirled and charged from the room.

      Aborella pulled herself together and searched. At times she thought she could smell them, but then she’d lose the trail. After an hour of searching every room in the palace, she was at a loss. Where could they have gone? Then again, with the power the empress claimed they had, they truly might have escaped. The suns were rising and the Obsidian Guard, who’d spread out and searched within the palace and over the grounds, had similarly come up short.

      Exhausted and only half-alive, she made her way to the gardens and into the forest beyond, passing effortlessly through the wards thanks to the rune Eleanor had burned into her skin. She leaned against one of the trees and closed her eyes. Waves of energy flowed into her, and for the first time in hours, she took a long, deep breath.

      The leaves above her turned yellow, then brown, then fell from the branches to the ground around her. Her skin darkened. When the energy stopped, she moved to the next tree. She had just placed her hands on the third tree when Ransom’s rich baritone reached her ears. He was calling her name.

      She hastened back to the palace and found him in the garden.

      “They’re gone. We’ve searched every inch of the grounds and the palace.”

      Aborella cursed. “Have you told Eleanor?”

      “Not yet. I thought you could… do what you do.” Ransom focused his large brown eyes on her. The man was pretty but truly dumb, and his eyes held less intelligence than a mountain horse.

      Think. Think. Think. She had to assume the spell to unbind the three sisters would no longer work, even if she’d had more hair from the three of them. Nathaniel would never allow lightning to strike twice. He’d make sure protections were in place. Protections. Security. Exposure. She thought back to all she had learned on Earth and had an idea.

      “Go to Eleanor and tell her what you’ve told me. I will handle this.”

      Ransom scoffed, incredulous. “How? You know she’ll want specifics.”

      Aborella took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “The three sisters can’t be bound if one of them is dead.” Today it was kill or be killed. “Tell Eleanor I am going to end this once and for all.”
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      Clarissa stood backstage at the O2 arena, thinking of Nathaniel. What if he returned while she was doing the show? Then again, there had been no word in days. What if he wasn’t coming back at all? Her stomach clenched at the thought. Would she feel it if something happened to him?

      Surely some kind of madness would come over her if half her heart was torn from her body? She was only here because he had made her promise she’d do the show, voice or no voice. He’d said he’d come with her on tour. He was ultimately supportive of her career.

      But as she stood backstage, waiting to perform the song that he’d inspired, she had a hard time remembering why this was so important to her. Her career felt empty and cold tonight. A false love.

      Tom came up behind her and rested his hands on her shoulders. “You’ve got this, babe. Do your thing. Prove to all these people you’ve still got it.”

      A harsh laugh broke from her throat. “Is that what this is? My opportunity to prove I’m worthy? The millions of records I’ve sold haven’t done that?”

      “You know how it goes. You’re only as good as your last performance.”

      She sighed and turned to face him. Tom had been handsome when they’d started working together. He’d been a Rob Lowe look-alike with a square jaw, blue eyes, and a dark coif. But now, all she saw was the Botox, the thinning hair he tried to hide with a thick layer of product, the contacts he wore to make his eyes more blue. He wasn’t much older than her, but this life, the loneliness, the constant travel, it aged you.

      He was her Dr. Frankenstein, and soon her prescription would include a surgeon’s knife or a syringe. She knew it. Even with her magic, she would never be enough for him or for the audience.

      A deep sense of peace came over her. In that second, she knew exactly what she wanted. For millions of people, what she was about to do was a dream. They’d do anything to be right where she was. And she realized, down to her bones, that she was no longer one of them.

      She nodded at Tom. “Then let’s make sure this one brings down the house.”

      She turned around and he slapped her on the ass. She would have said something, but the beat dropped and it was time. She strode out onto a stage of leaping dancers and joined in, stomping and swaying with the music. Her magic sparked to life, twinkling between their bodies and syncing their moves until they were one organism, pulsing to the musical heartbeat.

      She opened her mouth and began to sing:

      Your night, it crawls to meet

      the darkness inside me.

      Don’t you know that your energy

      is the thing making me me?

      The train she was wearing detached and rose behind her as if carried by a breeze, folding itself into an origami beast, a dark, twinkling dragon with huge wings that flapped above her and the dancers. As always, the crowd went crazy. That’s how she noticed her. The redheaded woman who’d stolen her hair, who’d taken her power. She was there. The only body motionless in the front row. Aborella.

      I was once a dying thing.

      You helped me find my wings.

      Though you were my everything,

      I broke away and felt the sting.

      Free from you, free from us.

      Free to rule the skies above.

      She had no choice but to keep singing, although her stomach tightened. What was she doing here? Aborella wouldn’t dare attack in public, would she? She was too far away, and if she tried to get any closer, her security team would take the woman down.

      Bring on the night.

      I will be its queen.

      Bring on the night.

      I will rule the wind.

      Bring on the night.

      I welcome it. I’m ready. I’m ready.

      She spread her arms and climbed the pyramid of stairs that rose out of the floor until she stood on a platform, the origami dragon hovering over and behind her.

      But it’s cold without your fire.

      It’s cold without your fire.

      If I could take the blame

      and lure back your flame

      I’d hold you once again

      and things would never be the same.

      Your flames, they lick my skin.

      Let it burn.

      Your love, it changes me.

      Let it burn.

      Lure back your flame.

      Let it burn.

      I’m burning at your stake.

      The crowd gasped and stared over her head. She followed their pointing fingers. The origami dragon was gone, replaced with a real one. Nathaniel’s amethyst heart glowed through the chest of his black and purple scales. His horned head reached over her, his wings spreading. She missed her cue, but he filled in the break in the music with a stream of fire that blazed over the heads of the crowd.

      The arena exploded with cheers. She’d never heard them this loud or this wild. She looked between Nathaniel and Aborella. Just try it, bitch. She sang on.

      Your light, it crawls to meet

      the darkness inside me.

      Don’t you know that your energy

      is the thing making me me?

      Bring on your light.

      I will be your queen.

      Bring on your light.

      I will rule your world.

      Bring on your light.

      I welcome it. I’m ready. I’m ready.

      Let it burn. Let it burn. Let it buuuurn.

      Aborella seethed at Nathaniel and then at Clarissa, her evil mind seeming to come to some nefarious conclusion as the music waged on. She raised her hands and black sorcery crackled like lightning.

      Her security was on it. They moved for her first, then feeling the danger, ushered the crowd back, giving Aborella room. The audience went along, clearly thinking it was all part of the show. Aborella didn’t even seem to notice.

      She unleashed her power straight at Clarissa. It never reached her. Nathaniel’s scales flashed in front of her, shielding her from the attack.

      But Clarissa wasn’t about to allow Nathaniel to take the brunt of the blow. She sang out her next note and held it, her magic forming a protective barrier around his scales.

      Black lightning crackled and hissed. Her lungs began to burn and she could feel her face redden, but she poured her entire self into the music. All the love she felt for Nathaniel loaded her voice. She would not fail.

      Aborella’s magic sputtered and died. Clarissa stopped singing. Nathaniel uncoiled and faced the fairy, his amethyst heart glowing as bright as a spotlight. Clarissa had a clear view of Aborella’s look of terror as Nathaniel’s massive taloned paw slammed down on her body, flattening her into the concrete just as the music came to its conclusion.

      She met the gaze of her mate. His dragon’s beautiful amethyst eye winked at her, before he disappeared into thin air, leaving nothing but a smear of blood on the floor of the arena and a crowd whose screams and applause rattled the walls.
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      Nathaniel plunked down beside Gabriel in the last row of section 412 and watched his mate continue her performance as if a fully grown dragon hadn’t crushed a fairy right in front of her not five minutes ago. The crowd had closed the gap where he’d been, some even fighting over what remained of Aborella’s clothing even though it was stained with her purple blood. Everyone here thought it was part of the show.

      “Are you sure she’s dead?” Gabriel asked. If he hadn’t been a dragon, he’d never have heard his brother’s whisper over the music. Good thing. The fans packed around them didn’t even turn their heads.

      “No. Aborella’s magic is dark and she’s an immortal. I drained her completely and destroyed her physical body on this world, but what I washed from my hands and what remained on the concrete was not all of her. All I know for sure is that she is vanquished. For now.” Nathaniel gripped the armrests of his seat. He’d never trust the bitch was dead, not unless her body was actively decomposing in front of him.

      “I thought not.” Gabriel frowned.

      “You know you’ll have to go back, right?” Nathaniel looked at Gabriel with conviction. “The throne is rightfully yours, and Mother will destroy the five kingdoms if left to her own devices.”

      “I know. I think Raven knows too. I always thought the law about dragons and witches was a warning. Now I realize it’s a promise.” Gabriel’s brow furrowed, the warrior Nathaniel knew he was coming to the surface. “I’ll need your help. You’re the only one who understands Mother’s magic. Without you, she’ll smite us from this world and the next.”

      “You have my word,” Nathaniel said. “I promised Clarissa I would go on tour with her, but she’ll understand periodic absences.”

      Gabriel nodded slowly. “You do understand that your mate is the third sister.”

      Nathaniel’s skin prickled. “In theory. I understand my mate is bound with Raven and her sister Avery in some way. Aborella came for her tonight to kill her, not because she wanted Clarissa dead but to take away Raven’s power.”

      “You don’t remember then, the tale of the Three Sisters, from school?”

      Nathaniel’s eyes widened and he turned from watching the performance to focus fully on Gabriel. “Ancient history, Gabriel. These are not the same three sisters.”

      The hard truth that sparked in Gabriel’s eyes was totally and completely chilling. “No. They are their descendants and the ones the prophecy foretold. Together, they are more powerful than anything in this universe. Even Raven does not understand the full extent of it. She does not know the prophecy or the history as I do.”

      “Then how do you know it’s real?” Nathaniel asked. “There are many stories and many prophecies.”

      Gabriel threaded his hands over his waist. “My mate had a vision of the goddess when she delivered our child. She was dead, Nathaniel. Her heart stopped beating. When she came back to me, she told me she’d met Circe. And the prophecy she shared with me was too close to the one we learned to be a coincidence.”

      Nathaniel swallowed. “The whelp… Your child is the result of mating between a dragon and a witch. You are the heir. Your child is the prophesied destroyer of the kingdom of Paragon.”

      “Yes.” Gabriel stared at Nathaniel’s mate onstage as if he hadn’t even heard it. It took a full minute for Nathaniel to put it all together.

      “Your child is the only hope for Paragon,” Nathaniel whispered. “We always thought the destroyer was a bad thing. The mating was forbidden because we feared the result. But now, it means… this means…”

      Gabriel glared at him, his jaw tight. “My family will sit on that throne and bring peace to the five kingdoms, and not because we desire to conquer but because we desire to liberate. We will save Paragon from the empress. We are the ones the goddess foretold.”

      Nathaniel’s hand instinctively sought out the pipe in his pocket, anxiety flipping his stomach. “And Clarissa is part of it.”

      Gabriel leaned back beside him as they both took in the crowd, the lights, his mate’s magical voice. “Yes.”
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      It was late by the time Clarissa had wrapped up her act, met with fans, and signed autographs. She’d stripped off her costume, hairpiece, and makeup. Then there was the hard conversation with Tom. Words were said, words that could never be taken back. But that’s what happened when you violated someone’s expectations. She’d figured as much.

      Tom had staked his career on her ongoing success, and she’d told him she wasn’t interested in being a pop star anymore. All things considered, she thought he handled it well.

      Security walked her out to her car, where she anticipated Emory would be waiting. Instead, she found Nathaniel leaning up against the Mercedes and staring at the stars. When he saw her, his mouth spread into a wide smile.

      She took off at a run and leaped into his arms, wrapping her legs around his hips. He did not disappoint. Catching her, his big arms enveloped her in protective warmth and his face buried in her neck.

      “Oh God,” she said. “My God, Nathaniel, I thought you’d never get back. And Aborella, she would have k-killed me if not for you.”

      “Shhh. Shhh.” He kissed her cheek. “We got her. I have you now. You’re safe.”

      He opened the car door for her and she slid in. Once he was in place beside her, she tucked into his side again as Emory took off for Mistwood. “I missed you so much. Tell me everything.”

      He gave her the condensed version. “I had no idea that Aborella would strike tonight. I simply came to see you perform and acted when I saw her in the crowd. Truthfully, I thought it would take her longer to recover from what we did to her in Paragon.”

      “I’m lucky you did. Even with my voice and magic in place, I’m not sure I could have stopped her from hurting me or one of my dancers by myself.”

      He placed a kiss on her temple.

      “Why do you think she came after me? Why not Raven?” It was a question that had weighed on her all night.

      Nathaniel thought about how to tell her the truth. “In my world, there is a legend, part history, part folklore, about three sister witches. In the early fourth century, long before I was born, the kingdom of Paragon was attacked by the kingdom of Darnuith—in our world, the kingdom of the witches. The witch queen of Darnuith, who attacked Paragon—which was under the rule of my uncle King Brynhoff at the time—was one of three sisters. She’d risen to power quickly, and her magic was unparalleled. The uprising was thwarted, and Brynhoff credited the Goddess of the Mountain with his victory.

      “He claimed the goddess had decreed that for the greater peace, there must be an alliance of kingdoms. The Highborn Court was formed with Paragon as its head, thus giving the kingdom of Paragon power over all five territories. Although each kingdom is independent on paper, Paragon, as the protector of all, has ultimate power over all. Since then, there has been a tenuous peace. But there is a marked difference between the way Paragonians talk about the five kingdoms and the way others do. We say that the realm of Paragon is divided into five kingdoms, led by the kingdom of Paragon.”

      “And what do the others say?”

      “Before the uprising by Darnuith, the realm was called Ouros and Paragon one kingdom among five. Many outside of Paragon still call our world Ouros. But while ancient maps are labeled Ouros, all maps since the Witch War label our world as Paragon with the Kingdom of Paragon delineated as the capitol.”

      “I can’t imagine the other four kingdoms appreciate that. No wonder there’s political unrest. But how does that translate into Aborella trying to kill me?”

      “There is a prophecy among the Darnuith that one day the descendants of the three sisters will return and that the progeny of a witch and a dragon will destroy the kingdom of Paragon. Aborella tried to kill you tonight to get at Raven because Gabriel and Raven’s child is believed to be the destroyer, the one foretold, the weapon the three sisters would use to conquer the kingdom of Paragon. You were the most vulnerable, so she targeted you. I can only assume she’d learned you’d be at the O2 the last time she was here, the night she took your hair.”

      A dull humming had started in her ears, and Clarissa shook her head as if to clear it. “Are you saying that my existence… my connection to you and to Raven and Avery… that you believe it was prophesized in your world. Like… like… in your mythology?”

      He nodded. “We think, perhaps, yes. I didn’t believe it at first, not until Gabriel brought it to mind. But there’s no doubt Raven and Gabriel’s child is the one foretold. It all fits.”

      Ooookay. She leaned back against the seat and swore. What was she supposed to do with that? “It’s a lot to process.”

      “Right, well, you don’t have to worry about anything.” Nathaniel brushed a hand over the sleeve of his suit. “I’ll be there, every night at every concert, from now on. I’ll protect you. No one from Paragon or anywhere else is ever going to hurt you again, and Gabriel and Raven can go about their lives and decide what to do about Paragon. We don’t need to be involved.”

      She swallowed. “Aside from the idea that I should or could simply set aside what you’ve told me about Paragon to pursue my career, there’s something you should know.” She turned to look him in the eye. “I told Tom tonight that I’m retiring. There’re a few more appearances I’m contractually obligated to complete, but then I’m ending it.”

      He placed his hands on her shoulders, his brow furrowing. “Why? Clarissa, I promise you, nothing that has happened requires you to sacrifice this. You love to sing. You live to sing. I know my world is terrifying right now, but I swear to you I protect what’s mine—”

      She shook her head and laughed. “I know. I know I could do it. Tonight was our best performance ever. We’re trending everywhere. Everyone is talking about the show. Tom said it was a concert for the history books.”

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      “I’m not willing to pay the price of fame anymore.”

      “Clarissa…” Nathaniel looked contrite, like he regretted what he’d said to her over breakfast about her chosen profession.

      “No… no. Nathaniel, you were right about that. All these years, I’ve been terribly lonely. Surrounded by fans but always alone. I thought it was enough. But spending every holiday with the people you work with because you have no real friends or family isn’t living. It’s a prison.”

      “You’d have me. I’d be there for you, always.”

      “Yes. I know. But I don’t want it anymore. I love to sing. I’ll always sing. I want to become an indie artist. Release music on my own terms. Perform in small venues, intimate ones for me and a few dozen fans. No more arenas. No more crowds of thousands. No more Tom.” She placed a hand over his heart. “I want to have a home, maybe a family. Let’s face it, I have more money than I could ever spend. I don’t need to work and I just… I just…”

      “What sort of family?” Nathaniel asked. Dark clouds moved in behind his irises, and his expression became gravely serious.

      She drew back. Had she made a terrible mistake? Her words rambled out all at once. “I… I thought because we were mated that your family would become my family. I mean Nick, Maiara, Sabrina, Avery, and I seemed to bond while you were gone. I felt connected for the first time.” She sighed. “Oh hell, I was wrong. They don’t like me, do they? I’m so bad at reading people.”

      Her hands went to her head, but Nathaniel caught her wrists. “No, you’re not. My family is your family and always will be. Any of my siblings would do anything for you.”

      “Then why do you look so grave?”

      “Children between dragons and witches are rare,” he said. “Forbidden, as I mentioned. Gabriel and Raven’s child was conceived with the help of a magic spell. She died giving birth, and although they were able to revive her, it was touch and go for a time. Children won’t happen naturally between us, and the magic to make them happen would be dangerous.”

      “Oh.” She blinked at him. She’d known he couldn’t impregnate her. They’d covered that much before when they’d become lovers. She’d just never fully understood why.

      “We should have talked about this… before.” He tucked her hair behind her ear.

      She sent him a soft smile and tugged at the cuff of her sleeve. “It wouldn’t have made a bit of difference, Nate. You are mine, and our claiming each other was long past overdue as far as I’m concerned. But truly, when I said family, I didn’t necessarily mean children, although someday I wouldn’t mind providing a home for a child who needs parents— an orphan like me. Right now, I just mean you, your siblings, Tempest and Laurel if they ever warm up to me. A home… Love… Warmth. I’m tired of feeling like my every breath is pulled into my lungs for someone else.”

      Nathaniel ran his fingers along the inside of her thigh from her knee to the hem of her dress. “Then so it shall be. If you truly want to make a change, we can build you a studio at Mistwood.”

      “Life is too short for anything else.”

      Nathaniel turned serious. “There’s something else I need to tell you.”

      Her stomach tensed. Was her mortality a problem for him? “Yes?”

      “There is a way I can make you immortal like me, and I hope you’ll accept it.”

      It felt like all the blood had drained from her face. Her skin went cold. She thought she’d understood what it meant to be mated to a dragon, but never did she assume it came with immortality. “Are you serious?”

      “Yes. If I feed you my tooth, you will live as long as I do.”

      “Your tooth.”

      He nodded once. “It is how it always has been and always will be for dragons. Do you think you could be bonded with me for all eternity? The tooth will keep you young and impart you with health and strength.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked. He squinted at her. “I mean, have you ever done this before?”

      “With Emory.”

      She mulled it over for a few long moments.

      “Does the length of the commitment scare you?” A muscle in his jaw twitched. She realized his bond to her was already eternal. He would love her for the rest of his life, not hers.

      At once she knew her answer. “No. It doesn’t scare me.”

      “Then yes?” His eyes met hers and flashed amethyst.

      “Yes.”

      He reached into his mouth, and with a tug she thought must have hurt, extracted something white and too long to have fit in his jaw. He closed his fist around it. A surge of magic rippled across her skin. When he opened his hand again, there was a purple pill the size of a Tic Tac in his palm. “Take this and it is done.”

      “That’s it? Just swallow it down?”

      He nodded. She took the pill and placed it on her tongue, then swallowed it without hesitation. Immediately she felt warmth bloom from her stomach and branch through her limbs like lightning. She closed her eyes as energy charged through her blood and her connection with Nathaniel became a palpable thing, a taut, invisible string between them.

      Her eyelids flipped open and he was there, focused on her, his masculine presence almost overwhelming. She wanted him. Wanted him in her.

      Every cell in her body came alive at the feel of his fingertips lightly caressing the sensitive flesh along the inside of her thigh. She desperately wanted to yell at Emory to drive faster. She remembered the feel of Nathaniel rising behind her onstage, felt the sheer power that seemed to surround him. All that magic, all that feral, tightly coiled strength, was right here in her arms. She needed him. She needed to feel him inside her, to know he was hers on every level.

      By the time they pulled into the drive at Mistwood, she was a raw, hungry nerve. They slipped into the manor through the back door and went directly to his room, where he wasted no time trying to strip her out of her dress, his mating trill rumbling in his chest. She dodged.

      “So impatient. I don’t recall giving you permission to touch me,” she said through a smile. There was nothing she wanted more than to feel Nathaniel move inside her, but patience was a virtue, and a game would make the prize all the sweeter.

      His hands dropped to his sides and his lips twitched. “I can’t touch you?”

      “Not until I say. What good is having a dragon to ride if he can’t take direction?”

      His eyes narrowed. “You’d like to be in control, Ms. Black?”

      She grinned. “Oh, I am in control. Hold absolutely still.”

      She raised herself onto her tiptoes and grabbed the lapels of his suit jacket, pushing it off his shoulders. It fell to the floor in a heap. To his credit, he did hold absolutely still. And didn’t that make her feel powerful? All that brutal potential, that lean, hidden power, was completely at her command. She swaggered around him, her eyes raking his body, then slid her hands over his ribs from behind.

      Arms wrapped around him, she unbuttoned his shirt, tugging the tails from his pants and sliding it off his shoulders from behind. She scraped her nails along his ribs, enjoying the hard peaks and valleys of his chest and abs. Her fingers dipped inside his waistband.

      “Clarissa,” he whispered, and her name on his lips sent a wave of heat through her. He said it with reverence.

      “Hmm.” She took a step back and then swept her fingers up his spine and into the hair at the back of his head. His muscles twitched and flexed under the soft graze of her nails. She pressed her hand between the two crescent-shaped marks on his shoulder blades. “Show them to me.”

      Obediently, he unfurled his wings. They were glorious, sparkling and purple tinged. She allowed herself a moment to take in their magnificence. She ran her hands along the place where they sprouted from his body, petted the flesh along the webbing.

      He moaned, his breath coming faster. She stroked along the bony edge and then scraped her nails along the underside. A shiver traveled over his skin, and she grinned in triumph. She was just getting started.

      “For the love of the Mountain, Clarissa, I’m going to ruin my pants.”

      “We can’t have that.” She reached around his waist, unfastened the buckle of his belt, then circled to the front of him to pull the strip of leather off in one quick snap. She folded the leather in half and placed it in his hand.

      “What do you want me to do with this?” he asked lasciviously.

      She backed up a few steps. “Hold it in both hands, behind your back.”

      He obeyed, the motion causing the muscles of his arms to bunch and strain. Her blood pounded in her veins. She was going to enjoy this. She unbuttoned his pants and slid them and his briefs down around his ankles. He stepped out and toed off his socks. She tossed them over the chair against the wall.

      He was hard and erect. Magnificent. Her eyelids felt heavy. Deep inside, her body opened and wet heat bloomed between her legs.

      “Well, Ms. Black, what do you plan to do with me?” His irises had turned bright, burning violet, the way they always did when he was doing magic. Behind him, his wings tensed. Desire flowed off him in waves.

      “This.” She dropped to her knees and wrapped her mouth around him.
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      Nathaniel felt the leather in his fists stretch as Clarissa drew his erection into her mouth. He was going to need a new belt. Her tongue slid slick and wet along the underside of his shaft. By the Mountain, he’d never felt pleasure like this. The act itself was delicious, but the way she reveled in controlling the pace, in absolutely owning him, ignited the thrill.

      She opened her throat and drew him in deep. His mating trill boomed loud enough to rattle the walls.

      “You’ll make me come,” he whispered.

      She slid her mouth faster, wrapping her hand along the base of his shaft. His release rushed through him and his wings spread as the belt finally snapped and dropped from his grip. He laced his fingers in her hair as she licked the last bits of his release off him.

      “Mmm, so you can take direction,” she said in a tone that was nothing short of indecent.

      “You are an exceptional taskmaster.”

      His hands found the hem of her dress and pulled it over her head. He made short work of her bra and her lace thong. Her breasts mounded warm and heavy in his hands, her nipples budding hard between his fingers. His mouth found hers and tasted the salty remains of his passion on her lips.

      Nathaniel had lived a long time, but there was only one thing he knew for sure: she was his other, his true and permanent partner.

      His fingers trailed over her abdomen, then lower to the junction of her thighs.

      She sighed against his lips. “I love you, Nathaniel.”

      He drew her against his chest as he hastened the work of his fingers. “Love isn’t a strong enough word for what I feel for you. You are my heart, my greatest treasure, the fire in my blood.”

      She arched her back and pressed her breasts into his chest as an orgasm rocked through her. He lowered her onto the bed through the aftershocks and thrust into her just as her body softened beneath his.

      “And the student becomes the teacher,” she whispered, tilting her head back.

      He kissed the underside of her jaw, moving inside her, magic building between them once more. “I think there’s plenty left between us to learn.”

      Together they found their release, their hearts and bodies entwined, but the bond between them ran far deeper. All his life he’d practiced magic, both the dark and the light, but he’d never experienced power like this. Or love like this. And that was the strongest magic of all.
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      Avery should have been happy for her sister. She watched Raven cradle her child in her arms with Gabriel behind her and thought that, despite the oddity of it, they seemed like the perfect little family. Still, all she felt was jealousy. Not of her sister’s happiness though. No. She was happy about that. She wouldn’t want anything less for Raven.

      No. It was Li’l Puff. Up until Raven had returned, Avery had a purpose. She was the only one who could handle the egg. Now no one needed her. What would happen next? Would she go home to New Orleans, go back to waiting tables and try to forget that dragons, witches, and vampires were real? That her sister was one? Would she ever know the feeling of raising a circle again?

      “We have to name him or her, Gabriel,” Raven said. “We can’t keep calling it Li’l Puff. It sounds like a rapper.” She looked over her shoulder at him. “What about Michael?”

      “It could be a girl,” Gabriel said hopefully. “Why not Phoebe?”

      “Then what if it’s a boy?” Raven giggled.

      “Charlie,” Avery said softly toward the fire.

      “What?” Raven and Gabriel both looked at her.

      She spread her hands and shrugged. “Charlie. Charles if it’s a boy. Charlotte if it’s a girl. Charlie for short. Works now. Works for both genders.”

      Raven glanced between her and Gabriel. “Charlie.” She tried out the name, and the egg pulsed brighter in response. The silhouette inside pressed a hand close to hers. “I think he or she approves.”

      Gabriel grinned. “Charlie it is.” He pressed a kiss to the side of Raven’s head.

      Avery stood and headed for the door. “My work here is done. Just in time too. I’m exhausted. I’d better go to bed.”

      “Night,” Raven said. “Talk more over breakfast? There’s so much—”

      She held up a hand and nodded. “Yes. In the morning.” She slipped out of the room and into the hall.
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      Nathaniel woke to the soft rhythm of Clarissa’s breathing and extracted himself from her side. His stomach was growling. Between the magic he’d expelled coming back from Paragon and what it had taken to vanquish Aborella, not to mention the hours of lovemaking with Clarissa, he’d built up an appetite. He could mentally call for Laurel or Tempest to fix him something, but he wasn’t sure what he wanted, and a thorough dig in the refrigerator was what was called for in this situation.

      He donned pajama pants and a gray T-shirt and jogged barefoot down to the kitchen. His wings unfurled in alarm when a face appeared in the dim glow of the appliances. The person’s hands shot up. He’d scared her as much as she’d surprised him.

      “By the Mountain, Avery! What are you doing up at this hour?” He flipped on the light.

      “Couldn’t sleep.” She looked down into her teacup. “I thought some chamomile would settle my nerves. You?”

      “Starving. I was about to make myself a sandwich. Care to join me?”

      She nodded. “Please.”

      He crossed to the fridge, pulled out some leftover curried chicken salad, and found some bread in the pantry. Some lettuce and he was on the road to proper sandwiches. He nabbed two plates and started assembling.

      Avery watched him from the table. “I’d offer to help, but you seem to have things under control.”

      He nodded. “Relax. I’ve got it.” Her face fell again when she thought he wasn’t looking. “Something on your mind?”

      “I’m wondering if I should go home now. Charlie is back in Raven’s arms.”

      “Charlie?”

      “Li’l Puff. Raven and Gabriel settled on a real name.”

      “Ah. Yes. Charlie. Could either be a girl or a boy. Brilliant.”

      “Thank you. It was my idea.” Her eyes drifted down to her cup again.

      “You don’t want to stick around and be there when the little omelet hatches?”

      She chuckled. He brought the sandwiches to the table and set one in front of her.

      “I really don’t have an excuse to stay. I’ve already been away from home a long time. My mother can hardly keep up with things at the Three Sisters on her own.”

      Nathaniel stopped. “Wait… That’s the name of your mum’s pub? The Three Sisters?”

      She snorted. “Yeah. Weird coincidence, huh?”

      “Very.” He took a bite and chewed. He didn’t believe in coincidences.

      “The day Warwick raised the circle and we re-bound Raven, Clarissa, and me together, I felt it. Magic. I floated off the floor… three inches. How do you go from flying to mopping up vomit from the last patron who didn’t know when to quit? Or having your ass pinched and getting flogged with beads the next Mardi Gras? I’m just so over it, Nathaniel.”

      “So don’t go back.” He bit into his sandwich and chewed.

      Avery laughed. “I… I have to go back. I don’t have the money to stay.”

      “Clarissa told me she thinks of you as family. I do too. I need help at Relics and Runes if you want to work. If you don’t, we have plenty of room and resources here to keep you quite comfortable until you figure out what your power is.”

      She snorted. “I don’t have any power.”

      He lowered his sandwich. “Of course you do. I thought we settled this, that afternoon when you showed us all you were the only one who could hold the egg?”

      “Yes. We figured out that Charlie tolerated me for some reason. So what?”

      He shook his head. “I think it’s something more.”

      She took a bite and spoke around her sandwich. “Like what?”

      He raised a finger. “Wait here.” He flashed up to his study, grabbed his pipe and his cards, and returned to the table.

      “I will never stop being freaked out by how fast you all are.”

      He shrugged. “All part of being a dragon.” He shuffled the cards in his hand. “Let’s consult the tarot about your future, shall we?”

      She gave him a skeptical look and took another bite. “This sandwich is sinfully delicious. What is that… sweetness?”

      “Mango chutney and cinnamon. It’s Laurel’s specialty.”

      “Mmmmm.” She glanced at the cards. “I come from New Orleans. As a rule, I don’t believe in tarot or other forms of divination. There’s a psychic on every corner, and most couldn’t tell you when their next meal is coming.”

      “Well, not everyone finds what they’re looking for in the cards, but tarot can be a way of tapping into your deepest intuition. The cards, after all, are just cardboard. The magic, if there is any, comes from you.”

      She set the stub of her sandwich down and licked her fingers. “All right. What do I have to lose? Deal a spread or whatever it is you do.” She waved at the table.

      He stopped shuffling and laid three cards in front of her. “Past, present, future.”

      “What do I do, turn them over?”

      “Unless you want me to do it for you. I think it’s better if you do it.”

      She nodded and wiped her hands on the napkin next to her plate. “Here goes nothing.” She flipped the first card. “The Hanged Man.”

      “Reversed,” he said. “The position of the card to you makes a difference.”

      “Okay. So what does it mean?”

      “It means imprisonment. Forced sacrifice. Martyrdom.”

      She scoffed. “In my past?”

      “Yes.”

      Her face turned from disbelief to wonder. “Maybe I underestimated tarot cards.”

      “You see some truth in it?”

      “You may have heard that Raven had brain cancer. She had the front seat in our family for most of my life, which was fine with me. She needed my parents’ attention more than I did. But it wasn’t exactly what I would have chosen for myself. I wouldn’t say I was a martyr. I just did what I had to do. I mean, she was dying.”

      “But she’s not dying anymore.”

      “No.” She scowled. “And now I find that all that energy I poured into loving her has nowhere to go.”

      “Which brings us to the present.” He gestured toward the center card.

      She flipped it and gasped. A skeletal figure on a horse. She placed a hand on her chest. “Death?”

      Nathaniel shook his head. “The death card does not mean physical death. It means change, rebirth, transformation. You, Avery, are the caterpillar in the cocoon.”

      “Cocoon, huh? No wonder my life feels so suffocating.”

      “Change could mean opportunity.”

      “Or tragedy.”

      He nodded toward the third card. “Why not check what the cards see in your future?”

      She shrugged and rubbed her palms together. “No whammies. This butterfly would like to spread her wings.”

      “Whammies?”

      “Old American game show. It means I only want good luck.” She bobbed her dark eyebrows and reached for the third card. “Let’s see what the future has in store.” She flipped the card.

      Nathaniel stared at the exposed face of the moon and rubbed his chin. Difficult. Very difficult.

      “What? What does the moon mean?”

      “This one has many different meanings. You can see how it depicts a crab crawling out of the primordial sea? That represents evolution in action, which makes sense given the card before it, Death. You are becoming, Avery. That is for certain. But what you are becoming is shrouded. This card almost always denotes some dark mystery.”

      Avery covered her face with her hands. “Excellent. So my future is a shadowy uncertainty. Thanks for clearing that up. The cards were a great idea.” She gave him two very sarcastic thumbs-ups.

      “There is one more-pleasant meaning associated with this card.”

      “What’s that?”

      “It usually portends romance.”

      “Now I know these cards are liars. There is no one in my life that leaves the slightest whiff of roses in their wake. No one.” She rolled her eyes.

      He leaned back in his chair and took her in. As a mated dragon, he wasn’t attracted to Avery, but in a strictly objective way, he could say with some certainty she was an attractive person. And her kindness and courage were undeniable after what she’d been through. Plus he was sure there was more to her. Although he didn’t understand its nature, it was clear that magic lived just under the surface of her person. It just needed the right circumstances to wake it.

      He folded his arms and studied her. “You’re a grown woman, Avery. You can make your own decisions. I’ve invited you to stay. I’ve shown you what the cards say. Now you have to decide. Just realize, if you go home…” He pointed to the Hanged Man. “You’ll be an almost-butterfly trying to crawl out of its cocoon a caterpillar again. You’ve already been changed. You can’t be the same as before. Not without cutting off your wings.”

      Her jaw dropped open. He cleared the plates and left her to her thoughts.
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        Three days later…

      

      

      Nathaniel would never grow tired of sharing the company of his siblings or their mates, and the bond between them was perhaps stronger now than ever before. From the head of the table, he watched them over his wineglass, absorbing their endearing idiosyncrasies.

      Across from him at the foot of the table, Gabriel was singularly focused on his mate Raven, who sat beside him.

      “What about this one?” Raven said, showing him a picture on her phone of a crib made of some dark, polished wood.

      Gabriel smirked. “Where is the top?”

      “Top!” Raven squealed.

      “It’s a crib, not a cage,” Avery interjected, laughing.

      Gabriel shrugged. “Human babies don’t fly. Dragon babies do. You need a top. And, while we are discussing dragon realities, I would suggest you avoid wood in place of something that won’t burn.”

      Avery and Raven looked at each other in openmouthed horror. Without another word, they both reached for their wine and drained their glasses empty.

      On Gabriel’s other side, Sabrina and Tobias enjoyed the lamb that Tempest had prepared.

      “Nathaniel, my compliments to your oread,” Sabrina said, her green eyes shifting in his direction. “This is the best I’ve ever had.”

      He was sure a large part of her enjoyment hinged on the fact that Tempest had left her portion extremely rare. In fact, he believed he’d done little more than warm the bloody chops that populated her plate. The rest of the dishes, including Tobias’s, were far more cooked.

      “I’ll let him know,” Nathaniel said.

      Tobias raised his fork. “We eat well in Chicago, but I have to say there’s something about this animal. Every bite I take is more complex than the last. It’s like I can smell the grass it fed on.”

      “Because it was raised here, at Mistwood,” Nathaniel explained. “There’s magic in the groundwater.”

      Sabrina had gone to great lengths to stay as long as she had, calling her father in to help run the Chicago vampire coven in her absence. As Tobias chatted easily with her over his dinner, Nathaniel had to smile to see his traditionally stoic and fiercely academic brother fill with light in her presence. Tobias rarely took his eyes off Sabrina when she was in the room.

      Beside Avery, Maiara was playing with Alexander’s phone. He’d recently taught her how to take selfies, and she was experimenting with the functionality.

      “You’ve got to look at the little hole,” Alexander said. “That’s the camera.”

      She showed him a picture of the side of her head.

      “No. No. See?” He helped her take one. He was smiling in the finished photo, but her eyes were narrowed like she didn’t quite trust the phone. Why she needed a selfie, Nathaniel would never understand. Alexander sketched her at least once a day. He never seemed to tire of it.

      Nathaniel’s attention drifted to the other side of the table when Rowan tossed her fork down and yelled at Nick. “How can you think Taylor Swift is unrelatable?”

      Nick spread his hands and shrugged. “Look what you made me do? It’s totally the perspective of a narcissist.”

      “You are nuts. You’re crazy.” Rowan got in his face. “She’s making a point about how celebrities are unfairly characterized by the media and that jokers like that guy who sued her try to weaponize their reputations against them for profit.”

      “Huh. Really?”

      Rowan rolled her eyes toward the ceiling. “Yes! Do you take this stuff literally? You’ve got to read into it. Listen to the words.”

      Nick waved a hand in the air. “I miss when she used to sing sweet country songs.”

      “I’ve met her, you know,” Clarissa interjected.

      Rowan and Nick both froze like she’d manifested in front of them although she’d been sitting there the entire time.

      “Really?” Rowan asked.

      Clarissa nodded. “At an industry party in Nashville. She is one of the kindest people I’ve ever met. And talented. Not a lick of magic. Does it all on her own.”

      Nick’s mouth popped open. “Huh. Ain’t that somethin’?”

      Rowan flashed him a smug grin and raised her glass to Clarissa.

      Nathaniel leaned over to whisper in her ear. “So is this what you had in mind when you said you wanted family?”

      She winked one bright blue eye. “Exactly what I had in mind. I was wondering about something though.”

      “Hmm?”

      “When you told me about what happened in Paragon, you mentioned Sylas and how he was leading a band of rebels. A long time ago, you told me you were one of nine. Your oldest brother, Marius, was murdered. Gabriel, Tobias, Rowan, and Alexander are here. Assuming Sylas returned to wherever he was staying in the kingdom of Everfield, where are your last two siblings?”

      “I’m not sure about Colin.” Nathaniel swirled his wine.

      “And then there was one.” Clarissa rubbed his thigh expectantly.

      “Xavier,” Nathaniel said. “As it so happens, I do know where he is. The hard part is reaching him.”

      She squeezed his thigh. “I know that look. You have an idea.”

      His gaze settled on Avery. “Yes, I do. A hunch really, based on the guidance of the cards. It won’t be easy, but I believe the Treasure of Paragon will be together again soon, and when that happens, Mother better make her peace with the goddess, because we are coming for her. And when we do, she will pay for her lies and deception. There will be no mercy.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Eleanor tapped her fingers against the arm of her throne, waiting for Aborella to return. Her jaw hurt from grinding her teeth, and heat throbbed at her temple. She should have killed the witch while she had the chance. How could she have known Nathaniel would come?

      She cursed. He could be a real problem. Aborella should have seen him coming. When the fairy returned, Eleanor would make her pay for her incompetence.

      A sound like a pop echoed in the room and a smear of purple landed on the floor in front of her with a splat. What was left of Aborella gaped up at her like a fish. Half her skull was smashed, leaving one eye to rove wildly in its socket. Her legs were completely missing, along with one arm. Her skin was pure white, like freshly fallen snow.

      Eleanor’s lips drew back from her teeth. “You do not have my permission to die, seer!”

      With Brynhoff dead, she needed the fairy. Without her, she’d have to get her hands dirty dealing with the uprising in the lesser kingdoms. She despised the thought. It might put her in danger, and it was imperative she be the one on the throne.

      Aborella grunted. “Kill… me…,” the fairy whispered.

      Eleanor responded with a wicked laugh. “Oh no. That would be much too easy. You have failed me, Aborella, and you need the opportunity to make things right.”

      Opening her mouth, the empress reached inside and tugged a molar from her jaw. There was a sharp pain, the taste of blood, and then the tooth in all its long, razor-sharp glory dangled from her fingers. Aborella stared at it in horror.

      “You know, I’ve never done this before for anyone,” she said to Aborella, whose breath rattled in her lungs and came in uneven gasps. “You should feel special.”

      The tooth shrank to the size of a small stone. The empress tipped it into Aborella’s mouth and watched it worm down her throat. The fairy gagged, her pale torso, stained with purple blood, convulsing with her effort. Eventually the tooth disappeared.

      “Ransom!” the empress called.

      The captain of the Obsidian Guard appeared at the side door, his disgust evident when he saw Aborella’s state. “Yes, Your Highness. What can I do for you?”

      “Carry her and follow me.” The empress stood from her throne.

      “Of course. Allow me to get a covering to wrap the remains.” He motioned in the general direction of Aborella’s bloody body.

      “She’s not dead and her blood won’t hurt you unless you drink it. Pick her up. Now. We don’t have much time.”

      Ransom took a step toward the body and then another. His lips twisted as he lowered himself to her and wedged his hands under the fairy. Purple blood soaked into his red sleeves, but he managed to lift her from the pool of her own filth.

      Once he had the fairy in his arms, Eleanor led the way out the side door of the palace and deep into the jungle to the place where a large moss-covered tree grew from rich volcanic soil. With a wave of her ring, a shovel appeared in her hand.

      “Bury her here,” Eleanor commanded.

      Ransom set Aborella down, the fairy’s mouth still gaping soundlessly, and took the shovel in his bloody hands. Soon the hole took shape and he lowered the fairy into it.

      “N-no. Please no,” Aborella begged from the grave.

      Eleanor rolled her eyes. “You won’t die. I’ve given you my tooth after all. You’ll simply…” She waved her hand dismissively. “…be out of the way until your body regenerates itself. I’ve put you right on top of the roots of this tree. A few months in this grave and you’ll likely be good as new.”

      “No.” Terror filled Aborella’s eye, and the fairy begged in ragged gasps for mercy.

      Eleanor placed a hand on Ransom’s shoulder. “Bury her. Then make sure all the blood is cleaned up. Destroy this uniform. Get another from storage. Do you understand? I do not want to see a single trace of her.”

      “Yes, Your Highness.” Ransom dug the tip of the shovel into the loose dirt and emptied it on top of Aborella. Then another and another. Her one remaining arm flailed with her protests.

      Eleanor strode back to the palace, the sound of Aborella’s strained screams growing faint behind her.
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      For the first time in her life, Avery is putting herself first and striving to define herself separate from the needs of her family. When Nathaniel informs her that she is the only one capable of reaching their brother Xavier inside a protective magical ward in the Scottish Highlands, she agrees to go on a quest to retrieve the dragon sibling. Only she isn’t prepared for what the journey will require of her or for what Xavier will awaken in her. Turn the page to continue the story with HIGHLAND DRAGON.
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      In a dark, lonely, and unmarked grave beyond the boundaries of the Obsidian Palace, Aborella waited like a seed planted in the dirt. She’d lost track of how long she’d been trapped beneath the earth. Unconsciousness had relieved her suffering periodically, but without a source of light, she had no idea how many days had passed since the empress had sentenced her to this fate. All she had left was the hope that Eleanor would change her mind and come to collect her.

      Her chest ached thinking about the woman she once considered a friend. The betrayal Aborella had experienced at her hands caused her more pain than the crushing weight of being buried alive. The fairy sorceress had drained herself to the point of death trying to protect the Empress, but things had gone horribly wrong. Aborella was fatally wounded in battle, and although the empress had saved her life by feeding her a dragon’s tooth, she’d taken out her anger and frustration on Aborella, abandoning her to fester in a shallow grave. Eleanor, it seemed, did not tolerate failure, even from her.

      Her spirits lifted when the sound of a female voice grew near, until she realized it was a soothing timbre, not Eleanor’s shrill, nasal tone.

      “Sylas? Sylas!” the voice called in a loud whisper.

      Aborella became more alert in her earthy tomb. Whoever this was must be in league with Sylas, Eleanor’s eighthborn son and rumored leader of the rebellion.

      “Oh Goddess of the Mountain! Sylas?” The female voice was closer now, just above Aborella. The sound of digging, not by shovel but by hand, met her ears. The owner of the voice must have noticed the grave and thought she was Sylas. Aborella waited, hoping, praying to the goddess the woman would succeed in reaching her. If she could enjoy a single breath of fresh air and see the stars above her, it would be the sweetest mercy.

      Already the weight over her was lighter. And then dirt brushed her cheek and was lifted away. Aborella stared up at a dark shadow within a deep red hood. Gloved hands, filthy with dirt, hovered over her face, two full moons acting as dual spotlights behind the woman’s head.

      “Thank the goddess,” the woman murmured as she determined Aborella wasn’t the dragon in question. “Sylas, I’m going to kill you.”

      She reached toward the pile of dirt beside the grave, and Aborella’s heart raced. Was she going to bury her again?

      Aborella couldn’t let that happen. She had to show this hooded creature she was alive. Using all the energy she had, she tried to raise her hand but only managed to twitch a finger, which the stranger didn’t see as it was still buried. The woman scooped another mound of dirt. Aborella opened her mouth to scream and instead drew in a full, cleansing breath of night air.

      “By the Mountain!” The stranger tossed the dirt aside. A short, high-pitched gasp came from inside the hood. “How are you alive?”

      Aborella tried to answer, but all that came out was a gurgle. When had she lost her ability to speak? She knew that half her face was smashed, courtesy of Nathaniel, who had also taken three of her limbs, but when she’d first escaped to the palace, she had spoken to Eleanor. And she had just proved she was able to breathe. Which meant perhaps her lack of voice was due to fear or the fact she’d had no food or water for however long she’d been buried. Without making a sound, she forced her lips to mouth, help me.

      Quickly, the hooded figure unburied the rest of her. It was a blessing Aborella couldn’t see the stranger’s expression inside the deep hood. Her injuries were extensive—one leg completely gone, the other severed above the knee, one arm torn off unevenly, facial disfigurement—and it would only depress her to see the stranger’s disgust manifest at the sight. She needn’t have worried; the hood hid any reaction as the woman hooked her hands under Aborella’s armpits, braced her heels in the dirt, and dragged her from the grave.

      “Oh, my dear goddess. You’re a fairy!”

      The woman must have seen her wings. Aborella held absolutely still, which wasn’t difficult considering how weak she’d become. She was suddenly relieved her voice hadn’t worked. If the stranger was looking for Sylas, she was undoubtedly a rebel and would kill Aborella where she lay if she recognized her. Fortunately, her regularly dark purple skin was bright white now, a symptom of her drained magic, and her face must be unrecognizable thanks to her injuries. With any luck, the hooded one would assume she was some wayward fairy set upon by thieves and would leave her to die.

      “Is it you?” A low, deep voice came from a thicket of trees to the left.

      “Sylas?” The stranger turned, and Sylas stepped into view, dropping his invisibility as if it were a blanket wrapped around his being. “Stars and lightning! Thank the goddess!”

      He rushed forward and swept her into his arms, kissing the face under the hood. “I’m sorry it took me so long. I had to wait for that young fuckup at the gate to fall asleep.”

      “I felt the tug on our bond and followed it here, but Hades if I knew exactly what it meant! How did you escape?”

      “It’s too long of a story to tell you here. I’ve been hiding in the gardens for days. We need to go.” He took her hand and began to lead her away.

      Aborella swallowed, fresh agony washing over her as a slight breeze irritated her wounds. She forced herself to remain silent. If Sylas recognized her, he’d cut off her head and feed her to the forest animals.

      She was partially hidden behind the skirt of the stranger’s cape, but as the woman turned, the light of the moon drenched her pale skin.

      Sylas pulled up short, his gaze locking on Aborella. “What in Hades is that, Dianthe?”

      Dianthe. That was the stranger’s name. A fairy name. Interesting.

      “I thought she was you!” Dianthe pointed a gloved hand toward the grave. “I thought that wicked mother of yours had tortured and buried you here as some sort of warning to us. Instead, I found her.”

      “Who is she?”

      “Definitely a fairy. Probably raped and tortured by Obsidian Guard scum and left here to die. They didn’t even make sure she was dead before they buried her. It’s… sick!”

      Sylas was shaking his head. “We have to leave her. There’s nothing we can do.”

      “Why?” The hood turned toward him, the gloved hands squeezing into fists. “I can heal her, Sylas. You know I can. If she’s survived this long, I can bring her through this. Fairies have unbelievable regenerative properties. If we can get her back to Everfield—”

      “And how exactly do you suppose we do that?” He rubbed his eyes, his words tinged with exhaustion. “I’m lucky to be alive, woman! We’re risking everything by lingering here.”

      Dianthe placed her gloved hands on her hips. Now Aborella wished she could speak. If she could make a sound, she’d protest going to Everfield. She’d been born there and was universally hated by its people. Even if the three of them could successfully avoid detection by the Obsidian Guard and make it to Everfield in one piece, the people there would surely execute her the second anyone recognized her.

      “Fine,” Sylas whispered, pacing nervously. “But this is on you. She’s your responsibility.”

      “When have I ever shirked my responsibility to you or anyone else?” Dianthe’s soft voice held a note of anger for the first time that night.

      “Give me your cloak. It will make her easier to carry.”

      Dianthe removed the red hood and began unfastening the buttons. Aborella had never seen a fairy like her. Her skin was the color of roasted cinnamon and shone like silk in the moonlight. Most fairies were born the color of flower petals—the darker the color, the more powerful the fairy. Dianthe’s deeply pigmented skin was highly unusual, and when she glanced in Aborella’s direction, another difference revealed itself. Most fairies had green eyes. Dianthe’s were the color of warm honey. She was beautiful but markedly strange, different from any fairy Aborella remembered from home.

      The lights went out as Sylas tossed the cloak over Aborella’s body and face, wrapped her up, and scooped her into his arms. Nothing more was said. Aborella had neither strength nor voice to change her fate. She closed her eyes and gave herself over to it.
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      A world away from Paragon, in a place between places, Xavier, son of Eleanor and heir to the kingdom of Paragon, also woke to perpetual darkness. The scent of stale air, moldy stone, and the metallic tang of new blood assaulted his senses. Moans of pain echoed against unyielding stone walls. Someone was being tortured. Someone was always being tortured here.

      His chest grew heavy with despair as the understanding of his predicament invaded his consciousness again. To be sure, there was nothing new about his reality. Rather, Xavier’s renewed anguish was caused by the intense and realistic dream he’d had moments before. He’d been flying in the sun, the sweet smell of a tribiscal vineyard filling his lungs, his wings carrying him on a soft, warm breeze. He’d dreamed of freedom, of Paragon, of flying. He’d dreamed of the mountain.

      It felt like an eternity since he’d spread his wings. He almost wished he hadn’t experienced the dream. The ultimate despair of his predicament only cut deeper in comparison.

      Another scream reached his ears from somewhere deep inside the dungeon, and Xavier came fully into his reality. The wail of agony echoed against the stone and then pinched off as if whatever wretched soul had uttered it had run out of breath. He stretched a talon to the stone and etched a line next to the others. Hundreds of others. If he’d calculated correctly, he’d been trapped in this cage for nearly two years.

      Footsteps approached—a guard with his nightly meal. The sandy-haired young man was dressed in clan colors but was oddly a stranger.

      “Ye must be new,” Xavier said. “I donna recognize yer face.”

      Without speaking or making eye contact, the guard slid the tray he was carrying along the stone floor, through the slot in the door, and into the cage. Venison, bread, greens, and water. It was a decent enough meal, although Xavier would kill for a whisky.

      “Ye might be new, but it seems ye ken the rules well enough. Why does that arse ye slave after bother feeding me if he plans to leave me to rot in this hole?”

      The guard didn’t answer him, but then he was already halfway down the hall before Xavier asked the question. None of them ever lingered. Feed the dragon and then leave quickly, Lachlan must have told them. Wouldn’t want to risk Xavier breaking the mind control Lachlan kept them all under and perhaps convincing one of them to let him go.

      Anyway, Xavier knew exactly why Lachlan continued to feed him. He had to. The very existence of the builgean depended on Xavier’s magic. If he died, their world would collapse. If he became weak, the crops might wilt and the animals would stop producing young. His magic was keeping the clan alive. His clan.

      Without the builgean and his clan, there’d be only one place for Lachlan to go, and the evil fairy would do anything to keep from returning to his kind.

      Xavier closed his eyes against the rage that burned in his blood and turned his vision red. He must get free, must save his people from the scourge that even now sat on his throne and ruled his clan.

      He stared at the food. His stomach rumbled with hunger but somehow still managed to roil at the thought of his predicament. He was helpless here. Trapped. There was no way out. He’d exhausted every option. Unless one of those guards had a change of heart or his oread, Glenna, found a way to break the spell containing him. He wouldn’t be holding his breath for either. In two years of trying, they’d never managed to budge the gate.

      All the while he contemplated his fate, his mind kept taking him back to his dream. The sun. The mountain. The beauty of Paragon. Why was his head going back there now? It had been a long time since he’d thought of the place as home. Happy memories of his childhood were few and far between after almost three centuries. Still, he was a child of the Mountain, he supposed. You could take a dragon out of Paragon, but you’d never get Paragon out of the dragon.

      A child of the Mountain. His mind flashed through images of his youth, the myths and legends of his people. Xavier had never been a religious dragon, but every citizen of Paragon understood that the mountain was the physical manifestation of the goddess. The scribes who had taught him in school always said the goddess of the mountain was his creator and his protector. Funny, in all the days he’d spent in this cell, he’d never once thought to ask her for help.

      There was a first time for everything. He fell to his knees and bowed his head, his arms spreading, palms upturned, and eyes closed in the way of his people. When he spoke, he did so in his first language, one he hadn’t used in hundreds of years. The words, his solemn plea for help, came to him in a rush.

      Goddess, I am unworthy of your compassion, but your creation needs your help. Please, I beseech you, send a warrior to free me from this fate or else one to deliver death upon me, for in freedom I can free those you have entrusted to my protection or in death I can force my captor to do the same. I ask this by my birthright as the Treasure of Paragon. By the Mountain, let it be.

      He opened his eyes to the same dark world, the same stink and despair. Nothing had changed. Still, somewhere deep inside his heart was a flicker of hope. He reached out and pulled the food toward him and began to eat. There still was no whisky, but thanks to the prayer, he had faith.
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        September 15, 2018

        London, England

      

      

      Avery Tanglewood sorted the magazines in the witchcraft section of Relics and Runes, separating those based on Wicca from those on Druidism and Asatru. Even though she’d lived a considerable portion of her life in New Orleans, a city known for its connection with magic and the supernatural, she’d never realized there were so many forms practiced by ordinary humans. Many ordinary people she’d met in this store applied witchcraft with varying degrees of success and talent.

      Still, none compared to her sister Raven, who could absorb any spell from the page and execute it perfectly the first time or Clarissa, who could make things happen simply by singing. Even a modicum of magic was impressive to Avery, who had none herself despite being mystically tied to them both.

      A long and bizarre sequence of events had brought her here. Raven had married Gabriel in June. Soon after, Avery had learned that Gabriel was actually the exiled heir to the kingdom of Paragon, a realm of a world that existed in a parallel dimension to Earth. Gabriel and Raven had managed to keep his origins secret until an evil fairy sorceress named Aborella had tried to use Avery to get to Raven and the truth could no longer be denied.

      Around three hundred years ago, Gabriel and his seven living siblings—Tobias, Rowan, Alexander, Nathaniel, Xavier, Sylas, and Colin—had been evicted from their world and sent to Earth by their evil and ruthless mother, Eleanor, under the pretext that she was saving them from their malevolent uncle who’d murdered their oldest brother Marius at his would-be coronation. But in February, Raven and Gabriel had discovered everything they’d been told by their mother was a lie. She’d sent her children, the Treasure of Paragon as they were called in their world, to Earth so she could keep the throne for herself. They’d spread out across the globe, believing that diluting their magic in the human world would keep them safe from detection. Over time, the eight lost touch with each other.

      Now Gabriel was working tirelessly to reunite his family. And although he did not speak about it frequently, he seemed more inclined by the day to challenge his mother for the throne.

      Which was none of Avery’s business really, considering she was a simple human who was connected to Raven by blood and Clarissa, Nathaniel’s mate, by a magical bond. They were the three sisters, a bound trio. Unlike Avery, Raven and Clarissa were extremely powerful witches. The only special skill Avery had ever possessed was the ability to comfort Raven and Gabriel’s baby… well, technically, their egg. The half dragon, half witch hadn’t hatched yet. For some reason, Avery was the only one besides Raven and Gabriel who could hold the egg without getting zapped by its defensive magic.

      Which brought her to this moment. She’d decided to remain in London, living in Nathaniel’s place, Mistwood Manor, at least until Raven’s baby was born. She also desperately wanted to explore the magical connection she shared with Raven and Clarissa.

      What would it be like to have magic? Since she’d learned of Raven and Clarissa’s powers, she’d questioned whether she was somehow defective. Was she a dud? A cosmic mistake? Not only was she completely without magic, her human existence was equally dull and ordinary, a truth that came sharply into focus in Nathaniel’s bookstore, which specialized in the extraordinary.

      Her phone vibrated in her back pocket, and she brought it to her ear with a cheery greeting.

      “Thank you again for watching the shop while we’re away, Avery,” Clarissa said. “We owe you one.”

      Clarissa was legally obligated to perform one more show for her record label, this one in Italy, and she and Nathaniel had left that morning. Normally, Nathaniel’s store manager, Albert, would take over while Nathaniel was gone, but the man was ill with some sort of stomach bug. Avery had agreed to fill in during his absence.

      It was the least she could do considering Nathaniel had opened his home to her these past weeks, sheltering and feeding her with no expectation that she do a single thing to repay the favor. Sure, she’d worked here for him a handful of times and made some calls for Clarissa in support of her new indie music venture, but all in all, she spent her days riding Nathaniel’s horses, soaking in his heated pool, or wandering aimlessly through his orchard without contributing one shilling for her upkeep.

      “Don’t think twice about it, Clarissa. I’m having a blast. The people-watching in Cecil Court alone is worth the effort. It wasn’t like I had anything else going on tonight.” In fact, there was nothing on her calendar at all. She’d taken a leave of absence from her job working with her mother at the Three Sisters Bar & Grill and hadn’t a clue what she might like to do next with her life. She understood this couldn’t go on forever, but she refused to think about when it had to end.

      “Well, thanks again. Nathaniel and I know the shop is in good hands. Oh, before I forget, I told Emory to stop by with some dinner for you. He’s going to stay in London and run a few errands for Nathaniel until it’s time to drive you back to Mistwood. He should be there with the best curry you’ve ever tasted within the hour.”

      “That’s so sweet.” Avery loved Nathaniel’s driver, Emory, and looked forward to him stopping in. Plus curry was a favorite. “Have a great show and tell Nathaniel not to worry about a thing.”

      “Thanks. Love ya.”

      “Love you too.” There was a click and the call ended. Avery smiled. The exchange of I love yous between Clarissa, Raven, and herself had come naturally over their time together. They were as close as sisters could be despite Clarissa not being related by blood. Avery called her a “sister from another mister.” She couldn’t remember what it was like before the woman had come into her life.

      The bell over the door dinged and Avery whirled, thinking it must be Emory with dinner. Instead, a reedy man in a stained T-shirt that used to be white stood in the door.

      “Welcome to Relics and Runes. Can I help you find anything?”

      He didn’t answer her. A muscle in his cheek jerked. His lashes fluttered.

      An uneasy feeling wormed in Avery’s gut. The man standing before her seemed agitated and unkempt. His red-rimmed eyes darted around the room. The stench of cheap alcohol and cigarettes met her nose. Avery’s gaze caught on his inner arm where track marks and fresh punctures marred his skin.

      Her smile faded.

      “Can I help you?” she asked again softly. Her gaze darted out the window to the people passing by in jackets. The weather hadn’t changed, and his short sleeves seemed utterly inadequate. Maybe he’d stopped in to warm up. The poor man was obviously in distress. “Are you hungry? Do you need a place to sit down for a minute?”

      The twitch in the man’s face grew more pronounced, and he turned around as if he might leave. He placed his hand on the knob, but instead of opening the door, he turned the lock and flipped the sign on the window to Closed.

      When he turned back around, a knife had appeared in his hand. “You can help me by giving me what’s in the till.”

      Their eyes locked. She had only compassion for the man, but what she saw in his visage was anything but kindness. Survival instinct kicked in, trumping any concern she might have had. She rushed for the back door, but before she could open it wide enough to get through, his hand slapped above her head and slammed her into it, cutting off her escape.

      His rank breath hit her face. “Where do you think you’re going, huh?” He spun her around and pressed the knife to her throat.

      One thing she’d learned working in a bar for so many years was how to handle threatening situations. She’d dealt with her share of drug addicts and alcoholics as well as drunk men who simply wouldn’t take no for an answer. The key was to remain calm. She slowed her breathing and looked him straight in the eye, flashing her warmest, most practiced smile. “Let me move to the register. I’ll give you what you want.”

      His eyes narrowed, and he pressed the blade harder against her skin. Warm blood dribbled along her neck, and she resisted the urge to wipe it away. His eyes flicked to her breasts. “You’re a pretty thing, aren’t you?”

      Her skin crawled. Avery knew she was in trouble. If she somehow made it to the front door, could she unlock it and get out before he sank that knife in her back? He shifted the blade, moving it from her throat a fraction of an inch as he tried to get a better look at her chest. She didn’t give him a chance. Crossing her arms in front of her hips, she circled them, thrusting his knife-holding arm up and away from her as her knee barreled into his crotch with every ounce of force she could produce. His body doubled over from the pain. She used the opportunity to catch his arm by the wrist and thrust it up the center of his back.

      He screamed a string of obscenities. The knife clattered to the floor. He tried to grab her with his free hand, but with her other arm locked on his shoulder, his struggling wasn’t effective. “You fucking bitch!”

      “I will break your arm, asshole! I know how to do it.” She rammed him into the counter, grunting at the force, and released his shoulder to reach for her phone. Big mistake. The man twisted out of her hold, his fist connecting with her jaw in a blow that sent a burst of stars exploding in her vision. She stumbled backward, crashing through the table of magazines.

      Avery watched in horror as he swept the knife from the floor and raised it above his head. Don’t pass out. Don’t pass out. The room was spinning. There was no way she could get out of the way in time. He dived toward her, the blade sinking toward her heart.

      “Aargh!” Faster than she’d ever thought she could move, Avery brought her knees in tight to her chest and kicked him in the gut with both feet. The knife missed its target. The man flew back. Somewhere glass shattered. Avery tried to sit up to see what had happened, but black dots swam in her vision and she flopped back on the floor. She heard a sharp crack like splintering wood. Another grunt and a thump.

      “Miss? Avery?” Emory’s face appeared above her, his bushy gray eyebrows bent in concern.

      “Chest… hurts.” A searing pain swept from above her right breast toward her throat.

      He pressed a hand under her collarbone. “You’ve been cut. I’m calling for help.” His phone was already to his ear.

      Avery blinked twice, trying her best to remain conscious, but her vision had become an ever-constricting circle. In the end, she gave up and allowed herself to sink into the pressing darkness.
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      Thirty-two stitches. Avery traced the nasty slice that ran from the hollow of her throat, across her right breast, and ended under her armpit. She’d definitely have a scar, but at least she could easily hide it if she wanted to. Or show it off and make up a more entertaining story for how she got it.

      It had been a full forty-eight hours since Emory had picked her up off the floor of Relics and Runes and taken her to Accident and Emergency to get patched up. (It was the first time Avery realized the Brits didn’t call it the ER as Americans did.) Since then, Nathaniel’s oreads hadn’t allowed her to lift a finger, which was fine with her considering how sore she was from the fight. Horrified to hear of her ordeal, Nathaniel and Clarissa returned from their trip early, Nathaniel swearing to install better magical security.

      Avery inspected her wound in the bathroom mirror, poking it experimentally. The cut was red and puffy but appeared to be healing. It itched like a mother though. Wasn’t that a good sign?

      “I can try healing it with magic. I just need to find the right spell.” Raven appeared in the door to the bathroom, lines creasing her forehead as she assessed the state of her wound.

      Avery waved her hand dismissively. “It barely hurts. Don’t waste the effort.”

      “Barely hurts? You were carved up by some psycho trying to rob Nathaniel’s store… I would be shaken to my core if I were you.” Raven shook her head. “How can you be so casual about this?”

      Avery examined her feelings. Was she shaken up? On some level, she recognized she should be shaken. That was how a person was supposed to feel in this situation. But did she truly feel that way? Nope. What she did feel was the oddest and most unexpected sense of pride. She’d taken on her attacker… and won.

      “I handled it, Raven. This shit happens.” She bobbed her eyebrows at her sister. “You should see the other guy.”

      “Avery…” Raven gave her an exasperated look.

      Her phone rang. Saved by the bell. She hated having to explain her feelings or lack of them to her sister. “It’s Mom. Weird. I just spoke with her a few days ago. I wonder why she’s calling again so soon.”

      Raven grimaced and backed away.

      “You didn’t!” Avery scowled at her.

      “Sorry.”

      Avery answered and gave her mother her perkiest greeting, then listened to her ramble about how terrified she’d been when she heard the news.

      “I’m fine, Mom. It’s barely a scratch. You know how dramatic Raven can be.”

      “Really? Put me on video.”

      Avery pulled the neck of her shirt up over her stitches and connected the video on her call. She pointed her screen toward the tiny nick her attacker had left on her throat. “See?”

      “That’s it? Raven made it sound like you almost died.”

      Raising the screen to her face, she gave Raven a contemptuous look. “She needs to learn to mind her own business.”

      “She just cares about you, as do I. I miss you. It’s been weeks.”

      “I miss you too!” Avery smiled at her mother’s image. Although she didn’t miss her old life slinging beer at the Three Sisters or the responsibility for propping up her mother and father after their divorce, she did miss her mother’s warm, breezy spirit.

      “It’s been months since I’ve seen you and Raven. Is Raven there? How is her pregnancy advancing? I couldn’t get much out of her.” Her mother’s eyebrows knit with concern.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Raven wave her hands and shake her head. Of course her sister could blab about a little knife attack, but they couldn’t tell dear old Mom the truth about the baby, could they?

      “Raven is good. Like an old mother hen sitting on her egg.” Avery cringed as Raven punched her hard in the shoulder. “She’s probably around here somewhere. Do you want me to try to find her?”

      “Actually, I have a surprise for both of you. There’s something I haven’t told you.” Her mother’s face split into a timid grin.

      “What?” Avery’s intuition suddenly flared like the first fireworks of summer.

      Her mother moved her phone away from her face to reveal a bustling airport scene behind her. The murmur of voices Avery had assumed were from patrons of the Three Sisters were in fact other travelers buzzing in the terminal behind her. “I’m here! In London! I thought if you and Raven couldn’t come visit me, I’d come visit you!”

      “Is that Heathrow?” This was not good. Avery glared at Raven in panic.

      “Yes. Can you pick me up?” Her mother gave a squeal through a broad, toothy smile.

      Avery’s throat constricted and she worked her mouth, wondering what to say. “Of course, but I don’t actually own a car and Gabriel’s brother lives outside the city. It’ll take an hour or so for us to get to you.”

      “Would it be better if I took a cab? What’s the address?” Her mother patted her pockets like she was searching for a pen.

      “No!” Avery blurted. All they needed was a cabbie on a mission to find an invisible mansion. “You don’t want to do that. I mean, his address is so hard to find. I’ll come get you. Just give me a chance to round up Nathaniel and borrow a car.”

      Her mother flipped her honey-brown tresses behind her shoulder and grinned. “Sounds perfect. I’ll just grab a coffee and wait.”

      “Bye, Mom. Love you. See you soon!” Avery ended the call and glared at her sister. “Why did you tell her?”

      Her sister shrugged. “I thought she had a right to know.”

      “Well now she’s in London and wants to see us, and we live with a vampire, five dragons, and a Native American healer you raised from the dead!”

      “Don’t forget Clarissa and Nick.” Raven spread her hands and giggled.

      “This isn’t funny, Raven. What are we going to do?”

      Gabriel entered her room, looking concerned. “Why is everyone yelling?”

      Avery pointed a finger at Raven. “Thanks to your wife, Sarah Tanglewood and her never-before-used passport is, at this very moment, at Heathrow Airport having a coffee and waiting for us to pick her up.”

      Gabriel’s black eyes widened. “No!”

      “Yes.” Avery raised her eyebrows. “We need to find Nathaniel. We’ll have to ask to borrow Emory to go pick her up.”

      “Pick her up? Are you insane? She can’t come here!” Now Raven seemed to get it. She stabbed a finger toward her flat abdomen. “I’m supposed to be pregnant. And what about Charlie?” Raven looked over her shoulder toward the hall and their room where little Charlie was baking cozily in the fireplace within a dragon’s eggshell.

      Gabriel frowned but wrapped a supportive arm around his mate. “We can have the oreads watch Charlie,” he said. “But perhaps the best option is to not bring your mother to Mistwood at all. This place is… Well, it may be hard to disguise its magical qualities.”

      “What am I supposed to do? Leave her at the airport?” Avery asked. A knot had formed between her shoulder blades, and suddenly the cut on her chest was throbbing like a bitch.

      “Has she actually seen Raven?” Gabriel’s eyes darted back and forth between them. “Can you tell her we’ve left town?”

      Avery poked her tongue into her cheek and shook her head. “If you think for a second that I’m going to entertain Mom all by myself this week and make up lie after lie for you, you are crazy. I can’t do it, and it’s wrong for you to ask me to. Shove a pillow under your shirt, or better yet, use your magic to look pregnant. I don’t care. But you are going to face her with me.”

      Nathaniel strode into the doorway. “You three are about as subtle as a brick through the front window. There’s no need for raised voices.”

      “Have you heard—?”

      “Everyone in the house has heard, Avery.” He picked a stray thread off his sleeve. “No one is leaving anyone at the airport. I’ve called Emory. He will take you and Raven to Heathrow to retrieve your mother and bring her back here. Gabriel will stay with Charlie for now. Tell your mother he stayed behind to allow more room in the car. I will ask Tobias, Sabrina, Alexander, Maiara, Nick, and Rowan to use this time to take a short holiday to simplify things. The rest of us can pass as human for a few days. We do it every day in public.”

      Avery winced. “Will the others be okay with making themselves scarce? I feel terrible kicking them out of their rooms.”

      Nathaniel gave a little nod. “I think it’s best for everyone involved.”

      Avery locked eyes with Raven before reluctantly nodding her agreement. “I guess we’re doing this. Let’s go get Mom.”
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      By the time the two sisters arrived at Heathrow and loaded their mother’s luggage into the car, Raven had used her magic to create an illusion of pregnancy. Their mother raved over Raven’s empty belly while Avery rolled her eyes and mimicked her from behind. By God, their mom acted as if she hadn’t seen her in years rather than a few months. Avery intentionally chose the front passenger seat next to Emory and made Raven take the back with her. She’d always hated lying to her mom. This way Raven would be on the spot to answer questions.

      “This Nathaniel, he’s Gabriel’s brother?” Mom asked from behind her.

      Avery glanced over the seat at her sister.

      Raven smiled. “Yes. He has a home in Oxfordshire. It’s a bit of a drive. If you’re tired, I understand if you want to nap until we get there. There will be plenty of time for us to talk later.”

      “Nap? Never. This is my first time to England!” She gave an excited sigh and stared out the window. “Why is it I hadn’t heard about Gabriel’s brother Nathaniel before you both came here? Was he too busy to travel to the states for the wedding?”

      Raven nodded. “He owns a bookstore in London. It’s hard for him to get away.”

      She nodded slowly and tapped her chin. “But Gabriel owns Blakemore’s Antiques, and he’s okay with an extended visit?”

      Avery lifted an eyebrow and gave Raven a make-something-up-fast glare.

      “Gabriel hadn’t seen his brother in a number of years.” Raven smoothed her skirt as if the subject made her slightly uncomfortable. So far she hadn’t lied—precisely. Gabriel hadn’t seen Nathaniel in centuries. “He wanted a chance to become reacquainted. Plus Nathaniel is recently engaged. We wanted to help with the arrangements, considering we were just married ourselves.”

      “Engaged,” Sarah exclaimed, clapping her hands together. “How wonderful. Love is in the air.”

      Avery cleared her throat. “His fiancée is a singer recording her first indie album. She actually offered me a job as her personal assistant.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, Avery watched her mother’s smile fade and her lips thin. “That sounds exciting, although would it be fair to take a position short term? You know, when you do come home, I’d love to give you more managerial experience at the Three Sisters. It’s long past time I promoted you.”

      Avery tugged at her seat belt. “That would be great,” she said weakly. It wouldn’t be great. It would be a life sentence. If she learned to run the Three Sisters, she would definitely be expected to take the bar and grill over from her mother, just as her mother had taken it over from their grandmother. The Three Sisters had been in the Tanglewood family since before Louisiana was a state.

      “Um, Mom,” Raven interrupted, seeming to sense Avery’s discomfort. “How are things with you?”

      “Oh well…” She waved a hand dismissively. “Your father has been around a lot. He was absolutely destroyed when that Charlotte just up and left him like she did. I mean, the letter was so cold, and the way she just abandoned you in Sedona, Avery, it was all… just odd. He’s heartbroken. I finally convinced him to box up her things and give them to charity.”

      “She was a nutjob,” Avery said. “He dodged a bullet, believe me.”

      “Yes, I think we all know that.” She shook her head. “But since she’s been gone, he comes to see me every day. You know David… he can’t be alone. To tell you the truth, I needed this trip just to get away from him.” She laughed a little, and Avery’s heart broke.

      Aborella, posing as Charlotte, had put her father under her spell and made him believe she loved him. The fairy had tried to use the same magic on her, but it hadn’t worked as well. When they vanquished the evil bitch months ago, Avery never thought of what her absence would mean for her father. She was sure it was confusing, like a part of his life was completely gone.

      For a long time, they traveled in silence until Emory cleared his throat. Avery turned her head to see Raven conveniently knock her purse onto the floor.

      “Oh! Mom, can you? I can’t get down there like this.” She rubbed the mound of her belly.

      “I’ll get it,” her mom said hastily. She leaned over to collect the spilled items while Emory drove off the road and through the wards around Mistwood. By the time she sat back up, they were nearing the manor. “Oh! Is this it? I didn’t even notice it from the road!”

      Raven laughed nervously. “Everyone says that. It’s the trees. They make it practically invisible.”

      Avery chewed her lip at the way Raven’s voice rose in pitch. It was her sister’s tell when she was lying. Would Mom notice? She released a relieved breath when Sarah didn’t remark.

      Thankfully, Emory wasted no time in parking the car in front of the entrance and popping open the back door.

      Avery let herself out and sidled up to Raven. “So far, so good.”

      The heavy wood of the decorative front door swung open, and Nathaniel welcomed them inside. “You must be Ms. Tanglewood,” he said, extending his hand.

      “Please, call me Sarah.”

      “I’m Nathaniel. Welcome to Mistwood.”

      Mom shook his hand. “You have a beautiful home.”

      They were interrupted when Clarissa descended the stairs and hustled to Nathaniel’s side, extending her own hand. “Hello, I’m Clarissa.”

      Avery watched all the blood drain from her mother’s face. “Clariss—” For a moment, Sarah stared, openmouthed and wide-eyed. Then she swooned, toppling to the stone threshold to the sound of her daughters’ screams.
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      “Mom!” Avery slapped her mother’s cheek gently.

      Nathaniel swept Sarah into his arms and carried her to the couch in the main parlor. Although she’d knocked her head when her body crumpled, there was no blood. She was breathing but unconscious.

      “Nathaniel, can you get some ice? She’s going to have a bump.”

      Her mother’s lashes fluttered. “Avery? Oh…” She rubbed her head. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Why are you apologizing? It’s not your fault you fainted.”

      Nathaniel returned with a cloth bag filled with ice, and Avery applied it to the bump.

      Sarah’s eyes searched the room, locking onto Clarissa. “No, what I mean is, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. She’s why you haven’t come home, isn’t she? Because you know. She told you.”

      Raven moved in closer and set her hand on Avery’s shoulder. “Told us what, Mom?”

      Sarah’s brow dipped, and her gaze flitted between the three of them. “That she’s your sister, obviously.”

      The room exploded into gasps and murmurs.

      “What does that mean?” Avery’s mouth popped open. She closed it and then looked toward Raven as if her sister might have an explanation. But she seemed just as shell-shocked.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me. Mom, are you serious?” Raven shook her head incredulously.

      Clarissa was as still as a statue as she said, “I’m your… daughter?”

      Their mother glanced in her direction, then squeezed her eyes shut. “You didn’t know? How could you not know? You all look exactly alike for God’s sake. No DNA test is needed here.”

      “Mom.” Raven’s tone was razor sharp. “Start explaining.”

      “It was thirty years ago. David and I weren’t ready to have a child. We were too young. We could barely support ourselves.”

      Nathaniel appeared with a beverage tray. Avery hadn’t seen him leave the room and assumed one of his oreads, Tempest or Laurel, was actually responsible. “Tea, Ms. Tanglewood?”

      “Yes, please. Whatever you have there.”

      He poured her a cup. Mom sat up, stirred in a lump of sugar, and raised it to her lips with trembling hands.

      “We weren’t even married yet, you understand.” She cast Clarissa a beseeching look. “We had to give you up, and the Blacks were such a good family. I knew they would give you the life you deserved.”

      Nathaniel’s empathetic gaze fell on his mate, and he crossed the room to stand beside her. He rubbed her shoulders supportively.

      “I was told my biological parents died in an automobile accident.” Clarissa’s throat bobbed with her swallow.

      Their mother blinked rapidly and leaned back against the sofa. “Heavens no. Why would the Blacks tell you that?”

      “They didn’t. The social worker told me after the Blacks died in a tragic accident when I was five.”

      Mom brought her hands to her mouth and gave her head two quick shakes. “But… if they died, who raised you?”

      “I was fostered by… many families.” Clarissa’s gaze dropped to the Persian rug but not before Avery caught a flash of pain in her blue eyes. In the short time she’d known Clarissa, Avery had come to understand that her upbringing had damaged her in ways the rest of them would likely never understand.

      Sarah’s face paled. “What? But… by the time you were five, we were settled. We would have taken you.”

      Clarissa shrugged. “I don’t know how it works.”

      “I’m so sorry, Clarissa. I never knew. I’ve followed your career over the years, but I couldn’t contact you because…” She gestured toward her with both hands. “Well, because you’re you! You’re famous. I had no idea if the Blacks had even told you about us. Oh, what a mess.” She buried her head in her hands.

      As the initial shock began to wear off, Avery experienced a bubble of elation and rushed to Clarissa to give her a tight hug. “You’re my sister. My real, blooded sister.”

      Raven, though, wasn’t ready for hugs and acceptance. She crossed her arms and paced the room. “I can’t believe you kept this from us, Mom. Why?”

      Sarah brushed her bangs back from her eyes. “What was I supposed to say? There isn’t really a good time to tell your children that they have a sister out there and that she’s a famous pop star.”

      Millions of questions tumbled through Avery’s mind, and she rubbed her temples. “So Dad knows too? He was part of this?”

      Their mom nodded.

      Nathaniel stepped deeper into the room. “Sarah, is that why you named the bar the Three Sisters?”

      For a second, Avery was confused. She’d heard Raven explain the name to him before. It was a historical name. Why was he asking a question he already knew the answer to?

      “Oh no. The Three Sisters has been in the Tanglewood family for generations. It was named after a small plantation owned by three Tanglewood sisters from way back when Louisiana was a new territory. As the legend goes, someone burned the place down. One of our ancestors was accused of being a witch, can you believe it? So those three sisters opened the Inn of the Three Sisters, which eventually became the Three Sisters Bar & Grill. My bar.”

      “That’s quite the story,” Nathaniel said, suddenly acutely interested. “Three women running a plantation on their own in a colony.”

      Sarah shot him a lighthearted grin. “There are all these rumors in our family that they were…” She lowered her voice. “…actually witches. It pops up again and again in our family history.” She giggled as if she found the whole thing ridiculous. “Although my brother and I understand that back then, the word witch was used to describe any woman who dared to think independently. Family legend also said they were Greek, but we all figured they were French like most of the population. Tanglewood isn’t a popular surname, and we can’t trace our roots back before New Orleans. We think the three women invented it because they wanted to hide their true identities. Maybe they were criminals after a new start. It would fit with the city’s history.” She shrugged, her narrow nose wrinkling.

      “Witches,” Clarissa blurted. “What a story.”

      Their mother took another sip of tea. “It really is. It followed my family through the years. If my girls haven’t told you, it’s tradition in our family for the maternal line to take the name Tanglewood. I kept it when I married David, my mother kept it, my grandmother kept it. There was a Tanglewood witch back in the 1800s—oh, I suppose she would have been my great-great-great-aunt—who people said could cure any illness. She made this elixir…” She laughed. “It was basically a snake oil cure. But people swore by it.”

      Nathaniel tugged at the cuff of his suit. “So more than one generation of witches.”

      She rolled her eyes. “A few generations didn’t perpetuate the legend. Sometimes a Tanglewood woman would give birth only to boys. But for some reason, other generations kept reviving it. And now there are dozens of spooky Tanglewood stories. My brother Sam has kept some of the journals and things. He lives in Minnesota. He’s more into the history than I am.” She tucked her hair behind her ear again. “Anyway, don’t you worry, Clarissa. Despite the weird family history, I am not a witch and cannot turn you into a frog. I can tell you from personal experience that the rumors about the Tanglewood witches are complete hooey.”

      Raven choked and coughed into her hand.

      “No wonder we look so much alike.” Avery still couldn’t quite believe what she was hearing.

      Their mom leaned forward and focused on Clarissa. “No one expects anything from you. I am here for you if you want to get to know me, but I understand how difficult this must be. Whatever you’re feeling, whatever you want, it’s fine with me.”

      Clarissa took three ragged breaths and lost the fight to keep her tears at bay. “I have a family?”

      Mom’s eyes turned misty. “If you want one.”

      Clarissa left Nathaniel’s side and strode across the room to their mother. Sarah stood and pulled her into her arms. Although it made a nice picture, Avery watched the two with mixed emotions. She’d grown close to Clarissa over the previous weeks. She already loved the woman like a sister. This was good news. So why the heaviness in the pit of her belly? Because she couldn’t understand her physical response, she plastered a smile on her face and worked hard to display a casual demeanor. No reason to outwardly show an emotion she didn’t even understand. Inside though, tension built in her shoulders and the healing cut on her chest throbbed.

      The two women parted, and Nathaniel clapped his hands together. “How long will you be staying with us, Sarah? I’ll tell the staff to ready a room for you.”

      “Only three days, I’m afraid. I wish I could stay longer but I can’t. Have a business to run.”

      Three days. Avery closed her eyes and thanked the Lord for small favors. They could keep her busy for three days.
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      That evening, since Raven was supposed to be pregnant, she and Gabriel stayed behind while Avery, her mother, Nathaniel, and Clarissa took a ride around the grounds of the estate on four of Nathaniel’s prized horses. Avery’s mare was a sweet-natured Appaloosa named Millie, who made no attempt to keep up with the beast Nathaniel rode, a stallion twice her size with a disposition that matched his name, Diablo. Her mother rode a Thoroughbred named Luna who was so dependable Avery thought her mom could drop the reins and have the same experience as holding them. Clarissa’s horse was far more spirited, but Nathaniel’s mate proved to be an accomplished rider.

      Distracted as she was by the stunning grounds, Avery didn’t think again about what had happened that day until they’d all shared dinner and retired to their rooms, exhausted from the day’s activities. She tossed and turned, unable to sleep until finally she gave up and decided to walk down to the kitchen for a warm glass of milk.

      As she stepped into the hall, a flash of light caught her eye. It was a reflection of gold in the shape of a silhouette, as if a woman in a gold lamé dress had slipped from the hall a half second before she’d turned her head and the gold flash was all that was left in her wake.

      “Laurel?” she whispered. Perhaps the oread was up here cleaning. Avery followed the light past the other bedrooms and down an adjacent hallway. This was a direction she didn’t normally go in the house. Mistwood was an absolutely massive manor. There were many areas she hadn’t yet explored, and she felt a tingle of curiosity as she padded down the empty hall.

      An open door revealed a bedroom with furniture draped in white sheets. Hmm, this wing must not be used often. A red Persian carpet runner covered the length of the hall, which was bordered in dark wood wainscoting. Framed portraits hung between brass sconces that filled the space with a warm ochre glow. Curious, she approached the first portrait.

      From his lofty advantage, a middle-aged man in a powdered wig stared down at her with pursed lips from over a pair of wire-rimmed glasses. His mouth drew a cruel line, matched only by the coldness in his eyes. She had no idea who he was, but he looked like an asshole.

      “Damn. Pull the bayonet out of your ass.” She moved on to the next portrait. This one was of a portly woman with feathers in her hair, pink cheeks, and a fan in her hands. Her Mona Lisa smile made Avery feel like she was keeping a secret. “Ooh la la. How did you know Nathaniel?” She giggled under her breath.

      She had to pass another bedroom to reach the next portrait—this one clearly of Nathaniel, although his hair was long and pulled back into a ponytail and he was dressed in a neckcloth and tailcoat. She chuckled. Clarissa needed to see this tomorrow. And if she’d already seen it, Avery wanted to be there to needle her about it. So weird. It was much easier to forget about the age difference when her mate didn’t look like Paul Revere.

      She sidestepped to the next picture. Everything stopped. Even her breath halted in her lungs. Cerulean eyes stared down at her from over a straight-edged nose and full lips in a perfectly symmetrical face with a strong chin. Long, auburn hair collected around his shoulders, the color somewhere between light brown and red. It contrasted sharply with the plaid that cut across the formal-looking coat he wore. Clearly he was Scottish. If the facial features weren’t a dead giveaway, the kilt was. The portrait cut off at the hip, but she could make out the top of the kilt, a sword belt and sporran.

      “Who are you?” she asked the painting in breathless wonder. Her finger hovered over the canvas, and she tried to curb her desperate urge to touch. She could stare at that face all day. What was it about him she found so interesting? The mouth, she decided. The corner of his lips turned up impishly like he was up to no good, and the twinkle in his eye seemed to share the mouth’s general disdain for authority. It was at odds, that twinkle and quirk, with the formality of the uniform. This was a man who was true to himself. This was a man who made his own rules.

      She would like to meet this man.

      “You found Xavier.”

      Avery leaped back and spun to find Nathaniel in the hall in a pair of black silk pajamas. She placed a hand on her pounding heart. “You scared me! I hope I didn’t wake you.”

      “No. I was having trouble sleeping. Again.”

      “Again. Right.” They’d run into each other before in the middle of the night. It seemed they both suffered from insomnia. “I’ve never been in this part of the house.”

      “I don’t normally room people down here. It’s such a long walk from the central part of the manor. Plus it sometimes gets cold in the winter months.”

      She casually pointed at the painting. “Did you say this was Xavier? Your brother?”

      He nodded slowly. “I commissioned it in 1745, the last time I saw him in person.”

      She looked at him and then back at the painting. “I thought you all went your separate ways when you arrived here in 1698?”

      “We did. But Xavier sought me out that year. He needed my help with something. Something only I could do.”

      “Sounds serious.”

      “It was. Xavier and I traveled together for almost a year before I settled in London and he moved north to Scotland. There, he endeared himself to the chief of Clan Campbell, Archibald, first Duke of Argyll.”

      “He joined a Highland clan?” Avery’s knowledge of Highlanders was limited to what she’d learned in romance novels. She looked at the portrait again and tried to remember anything she’d read about the Campbells.

      Nathaniel nodded. “Xavier’s skills with a sword were unparalleled among humans. Of course they would be, considering he was a dragon warrior who trained in the pits of Paragon from the time he was a boy. He was one of the toughest, you know?”

      “Raven told me the fights were fixed so that Marius would always win.”

      “Oh yes, that’s true. We all understood we were not allowed to beat Marius because he was the eldest heir. But if anyone could have, it would have been Xavier. I was never much of a fighter myself, but even Gabriel wouldn’t take on Xavier if he didn’t have to.”

      “Hmm.” Avery stared up into the blue eyes of the portrait.

      “He was initiated into the Campbell clan, and over time advanced to be war chieftain. That was a rare honor as he arrived as an outsider, an outlander as the Highlanders called us. But the thing about dragons is we can change our appearance to look any way we wish, and we have magic that allows us to understand and speak any language we hear. Over time, he grew close to Archibald and even married his second daughter, Lady Jane.”

      Avery felt on odd and unexpected weight on her chest to hear Xavier was married, despite the nuptials occurring centuries ago. She pushed the strange and uninvited feeling aside. Was she crushing on an oil painting?

      “He didn’t love Jane, of course,” Nathaniel added for some strange reason. “The marriage was only to serve to cement Xavier’s relationship to the Campbells. It made him truly one of them, although they never actually knew where he’d come from. Archibald, Xavier said, suspected he was a fairy.”

      “A fairy?” Avery chuckled.

      “The Highlands are full of fae, Avery. Most humans believe the stories of the wee folk are all folklore, but as you have been inducted into the supernatural, I feel no guilt informing you that fairies are real, very dangerous, and not a bit wee at all. In fact, they look just like humans when they have their wings tucked away. Mischievous devils. Archibald would have felt quite powerful having one in the family, and certainly Xavier fit the bill. He was unnaturally strong, healed quickly from injury, and never seemed to age.”

      “So Archibald knew he wasn’t quite human but was simply happy to have him in the clan?”

      “Exactly. Archibald died in 1703 and was replaced by his son John. All was well until the Jacobite uprising of 1715 when James Francis Edward Stuart attempted to regain the thrones of England, Ireland, and Scotland for the exiled House of Stuart. He failed, but England learned he had support in the Highlands. So by 1725, the Campbells, who were loyal to the crown, were enlisted to be part of the Black Watch, six companies of trustworthy Highlanders tasked with the purpose of crushing any remaining Jacobites.

      “But over the next twenty years, it was clear the Jacobite cause was again gaining traction. Those were dark and difficult times. Xavier could see the writing on the wall. Soon clan would turn against clan, and England would bring the full weight of its fist down upon the Highlands.

      “One thing you should know about Xavier is he’s a man of honor. He puts a high price on fairness. During all his time with the Campbells, he refused to abuse his power even when it would have benefited his chieftain. He hated war, especially the idea of a war among his own kind. John Campbell secretly shared Xavier’s concerns, and after an exceptionally bloody skirmish, the two men had a meeting of the minds.” Nathaniel walked toward the painting and looked fondly up at his brother.

      “He’s a pacifist?”

      Nathaniel glance at her and laughed. “No. Xavier is a warrior, but he has to feel he’s fighting a just war.”

      “So what did he do?”

      “By that time, it was clear that Xavier wasn’t aging, so John was sure he must be a fairy. He asked him to use his fairy magic to hide and protect a portion of the clan, to keep them safe from the war that was to come. That’s why he came to me. Dragons, you see, have the innate ability to protect their treasure.”

      “I remember. Alexander has a cave in Sedona that’s warded against the supernatural. And Nick told me that Rowan created an entire hidden city for her best friend, Harriet, and her people. This place, Mistwood—you can’t even see it from the road. It seems to take up no space.” Avery shook her head. Dragon magic was amazing.

      Nathaniel nodded. “Exactly. Xavier needed something bigger.”

      Avery crossed her arms. “How big are we talking?”

      “Together we created a pocket near Bidean nam Bian, the highest point in what used to be the county of Argyll. What you need to understand, Avery, is we were doing something no dragon had ever done before. We didn’t just ward a part of the land; we copied space.”

      Avery shook her head. “Copied space? What does that mean?”

      “We didn’t take existing acreage and fold it into a pocket; we expanded what was there, duplicated it. Xavier and I, with help from the fairy kingdom, created a land that had never existed before. You won’t find it on any map, but it is big enough to support thousands of Highlanders for multiple lifetimes. We created roughly six hundred square miles and protected it with the strongest wards known to our species.

      “Nothing supernatural can get through those wards, and no human can find the doorway inside. The Campbells who stayed behind wiped all memory of Xavier from their history. Several hundred Highlanders followed my brother into that pocket of space, which he named the builgean—bubble in Gaelic—not just Campbells but others who wanted to avoid the coming battle. Xavier became the chieftain of a new branch of Clan Campbell that still exists today, locked in a world that has branched off from us since 1745.”

      Avery shook her head. “What are you saying? That he never came out?” She laughed. The thought seemed ludicrous. Certainly the people would eventually long to travel beyond the borders of the wards.

      “Never. Xavier rules over a land of perpetual abundance, fed by his dragon energy. A land where presumably the world is the same as it was in 1745. A land completely cut off from the modern world.”

      “But surely you’ve visited him over the centuries. You helped design the wards!”

      Nathaniel shook his head slowly. “Although my magic is incorporated into the wards, his is as well, and fairy magic. As a supernatural, even I can’t get through. Over the centuries, Xavier has sent a few human scouts out and they’ve brought me messages of his well-being. I’ve provided them with some simple pleasures on occasion. Books mostly. Ideas. They told me stories of their existence before I returned them to the pocket, but since the day of its creation, I’ve never ventured inside.” He looked at her then, in the direct way of a dragon, an idea sparking amethyst in his normally gray eyes. “But you can, Avery. You’re still human. I can bring you to the door. I’m the only one who knows where it is. You can go through and tell my brother what is happening in Paragon. You can tell him that we need him.”

      “What?” It felt like he’d knocked the wind from her lungs.

      “Witches, dragons, and vampires are supernatural. They can’t get through. That means, of the people who know us and understand the situation in Paragon, only you or Nick can go through the door. Nick is mated to Rowan and any length of separation will be torture for her, especially if she has no way to contact him. She’ll try her hardest to keep him from going, and if he does anyway, she’ll be inconsolable until his return.”

      “But I don’t have a mate.” Avery chewed her bottom lip.

      “You don’t have a mate.”

      “And I have no power.”

      He nodded.

      “You want me to retrieve your brother from a place you haven’t seen since 1745.” Avery tried to process the words as she said them, but they overloaded her brain.

      Nathaniel faced Xavier’s portrait. “You have another advantage, Avery. You’re a woman. You have a better chance of reaching him. The Highlanders will be much less threatened by a strange woman than a strange man.”

      Avery stared back at the portrait again.

      “You don’t have to decide now.” Nathaniel sighed. “It’s a lot to ask, especially considering what you’ve been through the past few days.”

      “Considering I haven’t had my stitches out yet and I’ve just discovered I have a sister I never knew about, I think dropping into an experiment in time and space is more than my mind can digest at the moment.”

      “I understand.” Nathaniel brushed his fingers over the base of the frame. “It’s a good likeness,” he said absently.

      Avery blinked at the compelling eyes staring down at her and flushed at the warmth that pulsed through her again. She mumbled a good-night to Nathaniel, excused herself, and hurried back to her room.
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      The next day, Avery, along with Clarissa and Raven, took their mother into London to show her some of the sights. Avery fought an overwhelming exhaustion. She’d been up most of the night thinking about what Nathaniel had asked her to do. She couldn’t possibly do it, could she? Allow him to drop her into a place that was most likely frozen in time on the off chance she could persuade Xavier to return to the modern world?

      She was sure it would be physically dangerous. There would be no paved roads or cars in the bubble. Most likely, it would be emotionally traumatizing as well. She had no idea what she’d meet on the other side of the wards. But her most disturbing thought as she considered the proposal was that for reasons she could not explain, she wanted to go. The bubble embodied everything she wanted to experience by breaking from the Three Sisters. It would be an adventure. There was no way to plan for it really. She’d have to survive on her own wits and muscle. Not only that but she was drawn to Xavier—the moment she’d seen his image, she’d been rocked with pangs of curiosity and probably infatuation.

      Which, yes, was a problem. Nothing good ever came from infatuation. It was the thing that made you take the wrong bus three miles out of your way just so you could sit behind a handsome man and try to work up the courage to ask him on a date. It was why you watched the same movie again and again just to swoon over an actor that made your heart beat faster. Infatuation made people idiots.

      Despite knowing that in her head, she couldn’t stop thinking about the painting of Xavier or of going into the bubble. If she said no, if she refused, who would go and tell Xavier about his family and the troubles in Paragon? Not Nick. She couldn’t do that to Rowan.

      “Avery? Earth to Avery.” Her mother waved a hand in front of her face, her long, narrow nose wrinkling with her smile.

      “Oh, um, sorry. I was daydreaming.”

      Sarah laughed. “I see that. I asked you if you liked this dress. I think it would look perfect on you.”

      Avery glanced at the wrap dress in her mother’s hands. “It’s a little formal for my taste. It looks like something someone would wear to an office.”

      Mom shrugged. “It’s perfect for when you come home and I promote you to manager. You’ll have to dress more professionally if you want the staff to take you seriously.”

      Avery glanced at Raven, but help was not coming from that direction. “I don’t think it’s for me, Mom.”

      She waved a hand dismissively. “It’s probably better to buy new clothes locally anyway in case they don’t work out.”

      Avery stopped, a moment of clarity seizing her and not letting go. “No.”

      “I heard you. I put it back on the rack.” Her mother continued to flip through the dresses in front of her.

      “I mean no, I’m not going back.” From the moment she’d set foot in England, she’d known the Three Sisters wasn’t her future. For one pure second, everything was so clear. She couldn’t go back. It would smother her.

      Sarah stopped what she was doing and grimaced like she’d just stabbed her in the heart. Avery’s stomach ached as she thought about the pain she was causing her mother. Could she do this to her? Maybe she was being selfish.

      “What do you mean, you’re not going back?” Her mother stared at her with nothing but confusion on her face.

      Avery cleared her throat and folded like a cardboard house made of paper drink coasters. “I mean obviously I’m eventually coming back. But I can’t go home right away. Nathaniel needs help with a special project, and he’s been so generous letting me stay here. It’s a great opportunity. I’m going to stay… for a while.”

      Raven caught Avery’s eye and frowned. Her sister could always tell when she was lying.

      Her mother took a step closer. “You can’t intend to continue working for Nathaniel. Not after what happened. Aren’t you afraid you’ll be held up again working in that store?”

      “This is a different opportunity, not at Relics and Runes.” She waved her hands. “Um, I’ll be fine, Mom, really. I just won’t be home… right away.”

      “Well, how long will this project take?” The perturbed look on her mother’s face made her feel nine years old again and like she was thirty seconds from being sent to her room.

      “I think Avery wants to explore a few opportunities before she goes home,” Raven said. “I think it will be good for her.”

      Sarah gaped, shifting her gaze between them incredulously. “Okay.” She closed her eyes and nodded. “Enough said.” Turning on her heel, the older woman exited the store and strode down the street without them.

      Avery tossed up her hands. “She’s practically signing the place over to me already!”

      “You don’t want to go back, do you?” Raven peered knowingly at her sister.

      Clarissa, who’d been shopping near the back of the store, joined them. “Why did Sarah just hustle out of here like the place was on fire?”

      Avery rolled her eyes toward the ceiling. “She’s upset that I’m not going back to New Orleans.”

      “You’re not?” Clarissa glanced at Raven for answers and got only a shrug in response.

      Avery turned and her two sisters followed, threading their arms into hers at the elbow.

      “It’s just… It’s just…” Avery couldn’t find the words.

      Raven shot her a serious look. “This is about more than the Three Sisters, isn’t it?”

      Pop. Avery felt something inside her give way, and all her blood seemed to rush to her head. Her ears grew hot, and a desperate wave of emotions barreled through her. Resentment, anger, longing. She gasped. Tears flowed from her eyes like a dam had broken.

      “Oh my… Avery, what’s going on?” Clarissa put an arm around her shoulders.

      “I am tired of always living someone else’s life!” she blurted.

      Raven glanced both ways, but they were alone. She steered Avery out of the store and paused on the sidewalk. Thankfully their mother wasn’t out here. She must have ducked into another store up the street.

      “Tell us more,” Clarissa said.

      “I don’t want to hurt Raven’s feelings.” Avery wiped her tears frantically. “Don’t make me go there.”

      Raven gave Avery’s shoulder a squeeze and glanced toward Clarissa, who seemed equally concerned and confused. “Avery, you are experiencing pain. It’s running out your eyes and down your cheeks. You’re shaking. Let it go. Let me be responsible for my feelings.” Raven wiped a tear from her cheek.

      She wanted to warn Raven to brace herself, but the words poured out without a moment’s hesitation. “It’s just, I spent so many years while you had cancer being a buffer between Mom and Dad, trying to be the perfect daughter to make up for the grief they were experiencing as you slowly died in that hospital bed, plus picking up the slack at the Three Sisters when Dad left and Mom was so depressed she couldn’t get out of bed.”

      “I know. I’m so sorry—”

      “And then you got better, and I thought, okay, I can go back to college and pursue my dreams. But we didn’t have any money then, and honestly, even if we had, I didn’t have any dreams.”

      “Everyone has dreams,” Clarissa said breathlessly.

      Avery shook her head. “No, Clarissa. Sorry, but you’ve never been a caregiver. I’d been playing the role for so long I forgot my own dreams. I’d let them all go. And then Raven got married and then there was the baby and oh God, the magic. The dragons. Aborella!” Avery buried her face in her hands before wiping the tears from her eyes. “It was all about you, Raven, and them. It was all about Charlie.”

      “Oh, Avery—” Raven’s frown became more pronounced, but Avery couldn’t stop now.

      “And now, now after everything, it’s all about you, Clarissa.” Avery tucked her hair behind her ears and stared at her brand-new sister.

      Clarissa’s mouth formed into a perfect O.

      “I’m sorry. I love you. You are the best thing to happen to me in a long time. But yesterday when you hugged Mom, I realized that I am now part of your story. I’m a cog in the wheel of both of your lives.” She glanced between the two of them. “Whether I’m watching Charlie or serving at the bar or working at Relics and Runes, I’m living someone else’s story. When do I get to write my own?”

      The tears came faster, and Raven rubbed Avery’s shoulders. Clarissa seemed unsure where to put her hands and moved them from her hips to her stomach and back again.

      “Okay. Okay. That’s good, Avery,” Clarissa said. “Let it out. But can you explain to me what it is that you want to do? Maybe I can help.”

      “Don’t you understand? I don’t know. I don’t know who I am.” Avery inhaled a ragged breath and shrugged.

      “I know who you are,” Raven said unequivocally. “You are a person who has been far too generous with your time and talents for far too long.”

      Clarissa swallowed. “Okay. Let me ask you this way. You just mentioned you want to write your own story, basically… find yourself. Where do you want to look first?”

      Avery wiped under her eyes. She needed a break. Needed to go where the only person she could rely on was herself. She sighed and glanced from one sister to the other. “I want to go find Xavier.”

      Looking utterly confused, Raven asked, “Xavier? Gabriel’s brother?”

      Avery told her what she’d learned from Nathaniel the night before.

      “Wow, Avery, that is a lot.” Clarissa rubbed her palms on the sides of her hips as if her fingers were twitching to call Nathaniel. “I can’t believe he didn’t tell me about this.”

      Raven squeezed her eyes shut and opened them again. “It sounds dangerous.”

      Avery nodded. “But the only other option is Nick, and I won’t do that to Rowan. Besides, I think I need to go. I think this bubble is exactly the type of challenge that could bring out the best in me.”

      Her sisters seemed to ponder that for a moment.

      “You know what’s right for you,” Raven finally said. “Let’s get Mom on a plane, and then I will do everything in my power to help you do exactly what you want to do.”

      Clarissa nodded. “Me too.”

      The three women hugged. As tight as they squeezed each other, all Avery felt was lighter.

      “Am I missing a moment?” Their mother was back with a new bag hanging from the crook of her elbow.

      “We’re conspiring,” Clarissa said, distracting her with a wide-open grin. She took her arm opposite the bags. “Come with us. We want to introduce you to afternoon tea.”
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      Avery was relieved when her mother finally left and they hugged goodbye on the curb in front of the airport. She loved her mom, but the tension between them had grown thick enough to withstand a proton blast. Several times over her visit, Sarah had tried to force Avery to commit to a return date both directly and indirectly, and Avery had dodged her questions as if they were hurled daggers. Raven and Clarissa had run interference. She didn’t want to lie to her mother, but she wasn’t ready to tell her no or never. It would hurt her mother terribly, and Avery wanted to avoid that pain until she was absolutely sure.

      Her mom turned away, about to roll her black Samsonite luggage through the glass doors of Heathrow, when she stopped and smiled at Avery. “I hope you know how much I love you. All three of you.”

      Avery nodded.

      Sarah’s smile widened as she hugged Raven and Clarissa one more time and then disappeared inside.

      “Do you think she suspects her three daughters are witches?” Clarissa asked.

      “Two daughters,” Avery said, shoving down a resurgence of disappointment at being the family dud. “I’m not a witch. And no, I don’t think she has a clue.”

      They climbed back into the car. Raven deflated her fake pregnancy as soon as she was out of sight of the general public. Emory drove them back to Mistwood Manor.

      That night at dinner Avery decided she’d waited long enough. “Nathaniel, my answer is yes. I will go to find Xavier.”

      The sounds of forks and knives scraping plates halted abruptly. Raven and Clarissa visibly tensed.

      Gabriel glared at Nathaniel and asked, “What’s this about?”

      “I know where Xavier is, and as I told Avery, she is the only one who can reach him to tell him that we need him.” He explained about the bubble and gave a shortened version of the history behind it. Gabriel had no problem keeping up.

      “Have you lost your fucking mind?” Gabriel’s eyes flashed. “Did you learn nothing from Aborella’s tampering with Clarissa? If something happens to Avery, Raven and Clarissa could lose their power permanently.”

      That was an angle Avery hadn’t considered. She’d have to be careful with herself. If she were killed somehow, Raven and Clarissa would be powerless again and the future of Paragon would all but certainly fall into Eleanor’s hands. Only she refused to dwell on that possibility. After being attacked in Nathaniel’s shop, it was clear to her that no place would ever be perfectly safe for her.

      Nathaniel lifted his wine and swirled the red liquid in the belly of the glass. “Avery is a grown woman. She’s extremely resourceful. So much so, she cared for your child on her own the entire time you were in Paragon. Not to mention she faced Aborella alone and lived to tell the tale. Unless you want to suggest to Rowan that Nick has to go? Excuse me for not wanting to be in the room for that conversation.”

      “She has no magic!” Gabriel protested, pointing a hand at Avery.

      “Exactly why she is the only one who can enter the builgean.” Nathaniel’s finger tapped the table beside his plate.

      “You can’t seriously think it’s a good idea to help her through the gate to the builgean with no idea what she’ll encounter inside?” Gabriel narrowed his eyes on Nathaniel incredulously.

      Clarissa leaned toward him. “We can send the shadow-mail candle with her. If she runs into trouble—”

      “Actually…” Nathaniel shook his head. “I gave my candle to Sylas in Paragon.”

      “What?” Clarissa raised a brow.

      Nathaniel glanced between Raven and Gabriel. “In the cave under the palace, while you and Rowan made sacrifices to the goddess, Sylas told me he couldn’t come with us. He needed to continue his work with the rebellion. I gave him the candle so that we’d have the means to find each other when the time came.”

      “We’ll make another,” Clarissa said hopefully.

      Nathaniel shook his head. “I can’t… It’s a complex spell, and I’d have to wait until spring to gather the right ingredients.”

      “Borrow Warwick’s?” Clarissa shot Nathaniel a pleading look across the table.

      “He’s gone on a mission to collect magical herbs for the Order. He’s somewhere in the Australian outback. Even if I could get a message to him, getting it back in a timely manner would be… problematic. I’m afraid if Avery goes, she does so alone,” Nathaniel said.

      Gabriel slashed a hand through the air between them. “That settles it. It’s too dangerous. We’ll have no way to help her if she gets into trouble. No way to know she’s in trouble! She doesn’t go.”

      “She is sitting right here.” Avery’s fork clattered to her plate. “And she has decided she wants to do this.”

      Gabriel growled at her. “You’d risk your sister’s power?”

      Raven clasped a hand over her mate’s mouth. “Gabriel, Avery is right. It’s her life and her choice. Plus we need her help. We need Xavier.”

      When Raven slid her hand away, Gabriel narrowed his eyes on her and then Clarissa. “You two knew about this, didn’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Raven, it’s a terrible idea. It’s too risky.” The dark depths of Gabriel’s eyes flickered with red fire.

      “I think it’s Avery’s choice.” Clarissa gave her a little nod. “It is dangerous, and I’m scared as hell for you. But I can see that this is something you want to do. Something we need you to do. And if you are brave enough to go, we should be brave enough to let you.” Her eyes bore into Gabriel’s head as she said the last sentence.

      Avery scoffed. “Thank you, but I don’t need anyone’s approval. I’m an adult. Nathaniel asked me to do this, and I said yes. While I appreciate all the concern, I’ve decided. I’m going.”

      “I’ll have the oreads start on your wardrobe tonight.” Nathaniel pulled the napkin from his lap and folded it beside his plate as if he’d finished eating even though he’d barely touched his food.

      “Wardrobe?” Avery hadn’t thought she’d need anything but the clothes on her back.

      “We have to assume that everyone behind the ward still dresses and acts as if it is 1745. Aside from a handful of adventurous souls who have visited me over the centuries, there have been few outside influences since we created the bubble. Most of the people there have likely never seen a pair of jeans. If you are going to successfully traverse the considerable distance from the doorway to Castle Dunchridhe, circumnavigate its defenses, and get close enough to Xavier to speak with him, you’ll need to be prepared. I will help you with everything.”

      Considerable distance. Castle defenses. Avery’s stomach clenched. Did she have any idea what she was getting herself into? She reached for her wine and took a fortifying gulp.

      “I’m ready when you are.”
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      “How do I look?” Avery turned slowly, modeling the clothes the oreads had made for her. She shuffled her feet for fear of tripping over the long, heavy skirts.

      “As authentic as I remember,” Nathaniel said.

      Gabriel, Raven and Clarissa nodded appreciatively. “It looks uncomfortable,” Raven said.

      “I was thinking the same thing,” Clarissa added.

      “Let me put your curiosity to rest. It is very uncomfortable, and it weighs a ton.” Avery swayed back and forth, causing the skirts to swish over her feet. There was something called a sark, which was basically a shift, made out of white linen that she wore underneath it all. The sark she could handle. It was soft and lightweight, almost like a nightgown. But on top of it, Laurel had tied something around her waist like a donut and then layered on three full skirts. Her hips looked like they needed their own zip code.

      As if that weren’t enough, Laurel had tied her into a set of stays that were basically like the world’s most uncomfortable bra and then a wool bodice with sleeves that tied at the shoulders. It fastened in the front and gave her breasts an attractive lift. But anything sexy about that bit of the dress was completely undone by another piece of linen that was wrapped around her neck and tucked into the bodice. At least that part of her costume served to hide her healing scar. The doctor had removed the stitches, but the slice was still an angry bright pink, darkest over her breast.

      Not that it mattered. You’d have to have Superman’s X-ray vision to see it under all the layers. The oreads had wrapped a subtle gray plaid blanket called an arisaid over the top of everything else and tucked it into a belt. All in all, with everything on, she looked about as attractive as a lump of wet clay.

      “It does have pockets!” Avery slipped her hands into the well-hidden slots in her skirt. She had no idea if those were historically accurate, but they held a head covering and gloves the oreads said she might need.

      “Small pleasures,” Clarissa said.

      “The shoes are wrong.” Nathaniel scowled pointedly at her toes. How he could see her shoes, she had no idea. The skirts reached the floor in front of her.

      “I couldn’t walk in the ones they gave me,” Avery said. “If I need to hike as far as you’re suggesting to find Xavier, I’m going to need something practical.” She lifted her skirt to reveal soft, stretchy leggings and a pair of leather hiking boots complete with thick socks. “I might as well be warm if I need to sleep outside.”

      Nathaniel frowned. “At least they’re a dull color. Keep them covered as much as possible and try not to draw attention to your feet.”

      She nodded. The top half of her hair had been pulled back from her face and bound at the crown of her head with a blue ribbon. That at least matched her eyes and gave the outfit a bit of color. The rest of her jet-black hair tumbled around her shoulders in long, loose curls.

      “So I guess that’s it. I’m ready, right?” Avery shrugged. Her stomach was tied in knots, and she was anxious to get started on this journey. If Nathaniel dropped her into the bubble first thing in the morning, she might be able to find Xavier and have him back here in as little as a day or two. Why would it take any longer?

      Nathaniel cleared his throat. “One more thing.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out something small and dark. A jewelry box. He removed a round disk from inside and pressed it against her throat, just under her jaw.

      “What are you doing?”

      Everyone laughed.

      “What’s so funny?”

      Clarissa laughed harder. “She can’t hear it?”

      Nathaniel shook his head. “It sounds the same to her.”

      “What sounds the same?” Avery asked.

      Raven raised a hand. “You’re speaking with one hell of a Scottish accent! You just said, ‘Whit are ye doin’?’”

      Clarissa giggled.

      Raven’s mimicry of the accent was comically exaggerated, and Avery scraped the mole-shaped dot from her throat and held it up to the light. “I suppose I won’t get far sounding like an American. I might as well belly up to the bar and order a Corona Light. How long will this little inspiration of magic last?”

      Nathaniel took the mole from her and placed it back into the small wooden box. “Long enough. It should remain effective for weeks, barring magical interference. Far longer than you will be in the bubble.”

      “Great, then it’s all settled. I’ll go get changed.” She turned to leave.

      “Wait,” Raven said. “You know you don’t have to do this, right? There’s still time for you to back out.”

      Clarissa chimed in. “Raven’s right. If it’s too much—”

      “I know I don’t have to do this.” Avery lifted her chin. “I want to. I’m going to. And the next time you see me, Xavier will be on my arm.” She turned and strode toward her room wondering why she’d put it that way. On her arm. It was a strange way to word it. She shook her head at the bizarre turn of phrase and hurried to undress.
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      Avery hugged Raven and Clarissa goodbye outside of Mistwood and then climbed into the car that would take her to the Highlands. Traveling to Glencoe from Oxfordshire would take about nine hours. She’d asked Raven, Clarissa, and Gabriel to stay behind. She didn’t want to have the stress of saying goodbye or risk that they’d talk her out of what she was about to do. Only Nathaniel could usher her along this part of the journey, and soon enough she’d have to leave him behind as well. They planned to travel to the bubble today, spend the night in a neighboring village, and then she’d pass through the wards tomorrow.

      Nathaniel spent the entire car ride lecturing her on Scottish culture. He’d given her a bag of silver and gold coins that he said were Scottish pounds, the type of currency he assumed was still used where she was going. She’d need it for food and to rent a room for the night as it would be at least two days journey to the castle. Avery tried to listen, but she was far too nervous to absorb much at all of what he said. The information went into her brain and then out again moments later when Nathaniel attempted to quiz her.

      She was relieved when she was finally alone in her room in a bed-and-breakfast called the Clachaig Inn, which Nathaniel said was near the gate. Avery flopped onto the bed and, for the first time in forever, slept through the night.

      In the morning, after a full Scottish breakfast that included something called Lorne sausage that Avery liked so much she ate until she was almost sick, she dressed in the costume the oreads had made for her and drove with Nathaniel to a mountain called Bidean nam Bian where he said the gate resided.

      “Are you afraid of heights?” he asked her.

      “No.” There wasn’t much that Avery legitimately feared. She didn’t care for alligators, but that hadn’t stopped her from kayaking through an infested swamp with her sister. Heights she found manageable, even when she’d stood on the edge of the cliff in front of Alexander’s cave and faced Aborella. The thing about Avery was, she didn’t like to dwell on things and so she rarely had time to fear them.

      “Good.” Nathaniel grabbed her around the waist, spread his wings, and flew.

      Avery should not have eaten that third Lorne sausage. Her stomach dropped as he rose higher and higher, to the very top of the ridge. He perched on an outcropping of stone. It was cold there, and she was suddenly thankful for the layers of wool and linen around her.

      “Why are we here?” Avery had to raise her voice to speak over the wind. “I thought you were taking me to the gate?”

      “This is the gate,” Nathaniel said apologetically. He didn’t seem remotely cold although her teeth were starting to chatter. Dragons.

      “This is the gate?” Avery looked around her but saw nothing.

      With a wave of his hand, a scattering of amethyst dust flew from his fingers and caught on an invisible dome that cut through the thin air beyond the mountain’s edge. Avery noted a large rectangle where the dust fell darker before disappearing altogether. The door.

      “Is that it?” She pointed a hand toward the general area. “I don’t even think I can jump that far.”

      “I’ll fly you over and drop you in.”

      All her muscles tensed. “Are you—” Her head whipped back and forth as she stared over the edge. “I’ll die from the fall!”

      “You’ll land inside the bubble. It’s only about a three-foot drop. As soon as you fall through the wards, everything you see here will change.”

      She peered over the edge, her vision wavering and sweat blooming on her upper lip despite the cold. As she took in the distance to the earth below, she grew dizzy and nauseated and had to back away from the edge to keep from toppling over.

      “Nathaniel, if you drop me and I miss the door…”

      “You’ll fall on this side of the pocket. But don’t worry. I’ll swoop down and catch you before you hit the ground.”

      “Why would I worry?” A nervous laugh broke her lips.

      “You’re not changing your mind, are you?” he asked. “You can, you know. It’s a lot to ask.”

      It was a lot to ask. She’d only known Nathaniel for a short time, and she’d have to trust him with her life. Every cell in her body fought the idea of jumping over the edge or allowing herself to fall. Her logical brain understood that this was magic, but her logical mind wasn’t as loud as her illogical panic center, which was, at this moment, running in circles in her brain with its hair on fire. She believed Nathaniel that the door was there and that she’d land safely on the other side, but her physical body and her instincts screamed in her head. Most of her still believed in the laws of physics despite the fact that the only reason she was standing there, on top of this mountain, was because a man who turned into a dragon on occasion had made the two of them invisible and flown her over the heads of everyday hikers.

      “Avery?”

      “I’m ready,” she said, her voice shaking. “Quickly please. It’s cold.”

      There was no hesitation. He swept her off the side of the cliff, flew her over what appeared to be open air, and dropped her.
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        Everfield

        The Fairy Kingdom, Ouros.

      

      

      Aborella woke, nestled in the roots of a zum zum tree, its leaves above her a medley of emerald, chestnut, and gold. The zum zum was used in healing because it was the only tree a fairy could draw energy from endlessly without killing the tree. Zum zums efficiently synthesized energy from fairy soil while their natural defenses guarded against overdraining.

      There was only one place in the five kingdoms where zum zums grew, and only rarely were they grown inside homes. Sylas’s mate must either be a healer or wealthy to afford such a convenience. As more details of the room she was in came into focus, she decided it wasn’t wealth.

      She was in a small cottage typical of her homeland of Everfield. A fire burned in the hearth of the main room within the warming radius of a plush sofa. Colorful tapestries hung from the walls and matched a woven rug on the floor. Everything was brightly colored and made by hand as was the custom. Artisanship had always been valued in Everfield above all else.

      Sylas and the one called Dianthe must have brought her back to the fairy kingdom. She raised the fingers of her only remaining hand to her face. Pain shot through her head and made her eye twitch as her fingertips met swelling and tenderness. Had they recognized her? Considering she was still alive, she guessed not.

      “Don’t move too much.” A face appeared before her with skin of deep luminescent mahogany and eyes the color of warm honey. Dianthe. She was dressed in a sleeveless yellow sheath dress that brought out her strange gold eyes. Aborella thought her ancestors must have drunk the sun to cause the radiance that seemed to emanate from her. A strange warm feeling bloomed deep within Aborella’s chest.

      “You’ve been out for days. You might be disoriented.” Dianthe sat on the zum zum roots beside her and scooped an arm behind Aborella’s shoulders. Once she’d sat her up, she brought a cup of sweet-smelling liquid to her lips. The flavor was distinct, a popular beverage in Everfield that Aborella remembered from her youth. It was a concoction of bullhorn root and apricot nectar that tasted like heaven and easily slid down her throat. She drained the cup dry.

      “Thank—” Aborella attempted to say thank you, but her voice gave out.

      “It’s better if you don’t speak. You’re lucky to be alive. Your head, face, and body have been severely brutalized. I honestly don’t know how you survived it. The good news is there has already been growth in your limbs. I think your right leg will fully regenerate. Your arm as well.”

      Aborella noticed immediately that she didn’t mention the left leg. It was bad, she knew, pinched off high on the thigh. When Nathaniel had pounced on her, she’d had barely enough magic to transport the core of her body back to Paragon. Some of her had been left behind.

      The loss of limb was not so disappointing as the loss of magic. Aborella’s skin had been covered in magical symbols before, most of which had resided on her arms and legs. Losing the limbs meant losing the magic. She stretched the fingers of her one remaining hand in front of her face. At least some of her symbols remained, but they were barely distinguishable within her pale skin. Nothing like how they looked when her complexion was at its full dark purple splendor.

      Dianthe scooted off the roots beside her and onto a stool. “I want you to know you are safe here. I can’t imagine what you’ve endured, but it seems clear to us that the empress was behind this. Did she torture you?”

      Aborella paused, then nodded her head. It wasn’t a lie. Eleanor had buried her alive. If that didn’t count as torture, she wasn’t sure what did. As for the cause of her injuries, that was something Dianthe could never know, not unless Aborella wanted to meet the edge of Sylas’s blade.

      “Well, you’re back in Everfield now, and this household is no friend to the crown. We will keep you here until you heal, and we can return you to your family. You do have family in Everfield?”

      This was a harder one to answer. She might have distant relatives here but none who would take her in. Her immediate family had passed long ago. She shook her head no.

      Dianthe sighed as if the thought made her sad. Aborella thanked the stars above that she could not speak. Coming up with a history that wouldn’t give her identity away would be difficult. Everyone in Everfield knew of Aborella, and everyone hated her.

      “I would love to hear your story, but all that can wait. For now just work on getting better.” She stood and padded into the small kitchen area where she removed three trays of cookies from the stone oven.

      The scent of cinnamon wafted through the cottage. Aborella’s mouth started to water. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Dianthe load a basket with the confections and cover it in a stitched linen towel. She slid the basket over her arm.

      “I have to take these to the solarium for the convergence celebration. First night is tomorrow. If all goes well, maybe we can get you up and around the fire by the waning.”

      Aborella remembered the annual ceremony when Ouros’s two moons aligned, both full. The celebration lasted for seven days, until the moons visibly parted and waned again. Dianthe must have made lunar cookies. Aborella was unexpectedly filled with nostalgia, and her eyes grew misty with memories. What was wrong with her? The people of Everfield had been cruel to her as a child. They’d hated her, and she’d hated it here. And if she were well enough to attend in seven days, she’d be well enough to return to the Obsidian Palace and regain the empress’s favor.

      Dianthe donned her red cloak but paused by Aborella’s side on the way to the door. She selected one palm-sized cookie from her basket. “They’ll never miss it.”

      Slowly, Aborella raised her hand and took the cookie, uncomfortable with the gratitude that consumed her. Dianthe didn’t expect a thank-you. She pulled up her hood and drifted out the front door, leaving Aborella alone with her cookie, her pain, and a strange brew of emotions she wished would go away.
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      Avery’s stomach lurched and her massive skirts swept over her head as she fell through the icy chill. Abruptly, her feet smacked earth, her knees gave out, and she rolled ass over noggin while flashes of mossy dirt broke through the blinding and bumpy tumble. She only stopped when her back slapped something hard and rough.

      With both hands, she clawed at the fabric covering her face. She’d somersaulted into a rowan tree, its red berries bright against the lush green leaves. Rolling on her side, she scrambled to standing, smoothing her clothing and her hair. A mucky, wet thwuck met her ears as she lowered her left foot to the blanket of moss. Dammit! She’d lost a shoe in the tumble and water was now rising up around her ankle as if she’d stepped on a sponge.

      Fuck! She hobbled for higher ground on her toes and shod foot, searching for her lost boot. That’s when she realized the leather bag with all her money and things had come off her waist in her scuffle with the hill. Everything was in that bag: the mole to camouflage her voice, the money for a room, a box of matches to start a fire, a canteen, and food to get her through the two-day trip. She was doomed without it.

      “Shit! Shit! Shit!” She limped back the way she’d rolled. Mercifully, she found the boot quickly enough, although an ominous squelch rose from her unprotected foot as she bent to pick it up. Everything was wet; her clothing was soaked from rolling along the hill, her sock was soaked, even her hair felt damp.

      “Don’t panic, Avery. You’ve been here less than five minutes.” She took a deep breath and blew it out. And another. And another. She assessed her sodden clothing. “Look at it this way—at least you’re not muddy.”

      She wrung out the sock and then placed both it and the boot on her foot again, this time double knotting the laces, a step she’d neglected that morning. The wet wool squished juicily inside the leather. Still, she was far less concerned about her soggy toes than her missing bag. Nathaniel had made it clear she’d likely have to sleep outdoors tonight and stay at an inn tomorrow as Castle Dunchridhe was more than two days’ walk from the gate to the builgean. How would she survive without water, food, or matches?

      Panic rising again, her gaze swept over the ground and between the trees, her heart beating faster with every passing minute. What if she couldn’t find it? How would she survive long enough to even reach Xavier? She’d have to find water and food and shelter with no money or directions. Her breath came in pants, and she closed her eyes for a moment to regain her composure.

      When she opened them again, a flash of gold caught the corner of her eye. Her brow furrowed. It reminded her of the flash that had led her to Xavier’s portrait. She moved toward it. A divot in the moss marked where she must have landed and there, thrown off to the side, was the leather bag.

      “Thank you!” she said toward the heavens and the guardian angel who must have intervened. The sky was exceptionally blue above her. No trace of a door or a ward. Suddenly she was glad she hadn’t noticed that earlier. Had she not found her bag, she couldn’t have given up even if she’d wanted to. She could not reach the door to the builgean on her own. Truly, there was no turning back now.

      She slid her arms into the drawstring loops of the bag and wore it like a backpack. Nathaniel had said to head downhill and that she would eventually reach a village. She turned, decided on a promising direction, and started to walk, her wet foot squishing in her boot with every step.
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      Four hours later, Avery still hadn’t seen a single human being or building. Not even an abandoned shack. The frothy babbling of a stream welcomed her to its bank, and she took a seat on a large stone to remove her boots. Her wet sock had never dried properly, and she peeled it from her foot and laid the wool in the sun on the rock beside her. The heel of her foot was rubbed raw, and she plunged it into the stream where the cool water soothed it. She’d been stupid to walk all this way with a wet sock in waterproof boots. She stripped off the other one for good measure and ran her toes through the grass.

      Mmmmmmm. The feeling was heavenly. She’d underestimated how heavy the boots would get on the long hike.

      She took the bag from her shoulders and thunked it on the stone beside her, digging out her canteen and chugging what was left in it. Once she’d drained it dry, she dunked it under the water. When it was full again, she dug out the pills Nathaniel had given her and dropped one in. Whatever it was, he claimed it would clean any impurities from the water. After a brief fizzing, a puff of gray steam blew out of the mouth.

      “Seems like a good sign.”

      She sniffed it, then gave it a tentative sip. Delicious. Screwing the cap back on, she returned it to her bag and pulled out one of the protein bars she’d packed. She opened the package and carefully placed the wrapper inside her bag. Nothing good would come from littering what was otherwise a pristine streambed.

      Movement across the rushing water caught her eye, and she squinted at the space between the trees. There was something there. Something brown. A bear? It moved again.

      It was a man! A small man with a furry brown face.

      “Hello?” She waved cheerfully at him.

      The man’s eyes widened, but he didn’t wave back. She took a bite of the protein bar. God, it was awful. Was this supposed to be peanut butter? It tasted like Play-Doh.

      The furry man came closer but stopped at the edge of the stream. Now he was in full light, and Avery could see he was indeed very hairy. She wondered if he suffered from that wolf man disease she’d watched a YouTube video about once. What was it called? Hypertrichosis. Poor thing. Perhaps that’s why he was living out here in the middle of nowhere.

      Suddenly she wondered if he was hungry. Was that why his eyes were focused on the PowerBar?

      “Would you like some?” she asked, holding up the bar. “I’ll warn you, it tastes like shit, but it’s better than starvation.”

      The man splashed through the stream and plopped down beside her on the rock. Now that he was closer, she noticed he was smaller than she was. Avery was tall for a woman, so that in itself wasn’t necessarily odd. But when he’d moved across the stream, she’d noticed his limbs seemed unnaturally short. She didn’t think he was a child but suspected whatever medical condition had caused his hairy face had also stunted his growth.

      She handed him the last half of the protein bar and reached into her bag for the apple she’d brought. She’d prefer that anyway.

      “I’m Avery.”

      He didn’t tell her his name but bit into the bar, chewing in a way that produced cute little squeaks like a guinea pig.

      “Can you speak?”

      He glanced at her and kept eating.

      “All right. I’m going to take that as a no.” She bit into the apple. “I’m trying to find Castle Dunchridhe. Do you know if I am close?”

      The little man nodded, his mouth full, and pointed downstream.

      “It’s that way? I just follow the stream?”

      At first he nodded, but then he stopped chewing and rested a paw-like hand on her arm. He glanced downstream and shook his head, then stood and impersonated a monster with gnashing teeth and slashing claws. He shook his head again.

      “There’s a monster in the castle?”

      He nodded.

      “Thank you for letting me know.” This hairy little man was her first friend here. She didn’t suppose it would be a good idea for her to let on that she knew very well that the laird of Castle Dunchridhe was a dragon or that she’d been sent by other monsters to collect him.

      Once she’d finished her apple, she slid her socks back on, which were thankfully dry and warmed from the sun, then donned and laced her boots. Though the furry man had finished his bar, he remained beside her, watching her intently, still looking hungry. If she didn’t have to ration her food, she’d offer him another. She collected her bag and slid it onto her shoulders.

      “I have to go now. It was nice to meet you. You’re the first friend I’ve made here. I hope we run into each other again.” Avery turned to follow the stream, but the little man took one of her hands and gestured with his head. He wanted her to go with him. She didn’t feel like she was in any danger with him, but she was burning daylight. She wanted to travel as far as possible before nightfall.

      She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I can’t.”

      He let her go and she strode from the place, feeling the man’s eyes on her back for a long while as she took his advice and followed the stream toward the valley.
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      Avery walked until sunset, then found a clearing and built a small fire from gathered sticks within a circle of stones. She donned the hat and gloves the oreads had left in her pockets and wrapped herself in her arisaid. Beside the crackling fire, she was warm enough, and she looked up at the stars and thought she’d never seen so many at once.

      “Well, Avery, you survived day one,” she whispered to herself, and after walking as far as she had, drifted to sleep with no trouble whatsoever.

      In the morning, she was amazed that she’d slept through the night again. After weeks of insomnia at Mistwood, two nights of perfect rest were a blessing. She dusted herself off, ate some nuts she had in her bag, and started walking again. It was late afternoon when she saw a curl of smoke rising from a chimney above the tree line.

      “Thank God.” The stream had provided water, but she was down to her last two protein bars, the bottoms of her feet ached, and the sun had begun its descent, its light casting long shadows across the village streets. She needed to find a place to spend the night. Although she’d slept well enough outside last evening, she was desperate for a hot meal and a bath.

      The forest opened and she had to smile. It was like walking onto a movie set. The packed dirt street was lined with two rows of stone buildings. It wasn’t hard to find the village inn. Vibrant conversation and candlelight poured into the street through the windows of a large stone building with a wooden sign painted with a lion and a rabbit, The Lion and the Hare.

      She was about to walk inside when a bell rang behind her. A man in a kilt passed her on a bicycle. She stared after him, blinking. Did they have bikes in 1745? She honestly didn’t know, but then she had to remind herself that it was 2018 here just like it was on the outside, simply a 2018 that had evolved on its own, cut off from the modern world. She frowned. She couldn’t wait to reach Xavier and get out of here. Thinking about this place gave her the creeps. It was almost like she’d gone to another planet.

      Which reminded her… She dug in her bag and pulled out Nathaniel’s box, pressing the small black mole to her throat. Now she’d speak and understand the language no matter what that might be.

      Avery smoothed her hair and her skirts and entered. Inside, the stuffy air crowded around her. Smoke from the large fire along the far wall mingled with the scent of unwashed bodies and spilled ale. All of it was made worse by the faint floral scent of something that wanted to be perfume but wasn’t strong enough to do anything but add cloying sweetness to the mix. She breathed through her mouth and took a seat at one of the tables, ignoring the stares of the women and men who were obviously curious about her.

      “Can I help ye, lass?” A woman stood before her, her ample bosom almost spilling out of her tight dress. I bet she makes great tips. Avery was too tired and hungry to think any more of it.

      “I’d like something to eat and a room please.”

      “We dinna serve lasses here, ye ken?” The woman lowered her chin.

      Avery gave her a hard look-over and then eyed the other women in the pub. They were in various stages of undress, sitting on laps, running fingers through their gentleman’s hair, all while the men played cards or sipped drinks. Oh. This wasn’t an inn; it was a brothel.

      “Unless yer looking for work yerself?” That the woman said a bit softer, eyeing her hair, her throat, and her chest as if sizing up her earning potential.

      “Uh, no. I don’t need work… or company. I just need a room and some food. I can pay you for it.” Avery began to dig in her bag. She’d much rather spend the night in a brothel than beside a tree.

      The woman shook her head and placed a firm hand on her arm. “Nay, lass. I canna allow ye to stay here. I won’t be part of ruining yer reputation. Take my advice and go home to your father or husband where ye belong. This is not the place for a wee thing like you.”

      “I’m not…” What could she say? She didn’t think it would be a good idea to yell that she didn’t care about her reputation or that she didn’t have a man at home waiting for her. Would she even be safe in this place if the wrong person thought so?

      Avery considered leaving and trying somewhere else, but she didn’t know where else to go, and she was too exhausted to move. For all she knew, all inns in the builgean were houses of ill repute. She sighed heavily. This wouldn’t do. She could not spend another night outdoors, and she needed a hot meal to quell the protests of her hungry belly. She stared at the woman, who raised an expectant eyebrow. Clearly she was a woman who did what she had to in order to survive. A woman not unlike herself.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Evangeline. I’m the madam of the house.”

      “I’m Avery.” She held out her hand, and Evangeline took it reluctantly. “Would you consider a wager?”

      “What kind o’ wager?” Evangeline gave her a shrewd stare.

      She reached into her bag and pulled out one of the larger silver coins, pushing it across the table toward the woman. “I’ll bet you that I can turn water into whisky and whisky into water.”

      Evangeline scoffed and looked at her like she belonged locked up somewhere safely away from the public. Her eyes flicked to a large Scot at the door, who placed a hand on the dirk at his hip and frowned.

      “If I can’t do it”—Avery spoke loudly, noticing a few men around her table had taken interest—“you keep the coin and I leave. If I can, you sell me dinner and a room, no questions asked.”

      The woman’s eyes fell on the coin, and then she glanced around the room at the patrons who’d taken interest. Avery couldn’t remember what the coin was worth, but it was clear it provided some temptation, as did the idea of Avery providing some free entertainment.

      “Aye. It’s a wager.” The woman offered her hand, and Avery shook it.

      “I’ll need a shot of whisky and a shot of water,” Avery said.

      “A what?” The woman looked at her in confusion.

      Oh shit. When the fuck was the shot glass invented? Avery’s eyes locked on a small glass in a nearby man’s hand. He was sipping something that looked like wine out of it. “In a glass like that,” she said. “One whisky. One water. Filled to the top. You have to be able to see the miracle take place.”

      Avery rubbed her hands together, trying to psyche herself up.

      “This is crazy,” she whispered under her breath. She turned to the men, now watching her curiously. “May I borrow one of your playing cards?”

      Three men produced cards, and Avery selected one from the man who looked least likely to kill her. The woman returned with the glasses and placed them on the table before her.

      “Thank you. Now, watch closely,” Avery said, thrusting her arms into the air and loosening up her hands. She’d performed this bar trick a million times in the Three Sisters, but there were so many things that could go wrong in this environment. She said a silent prayer that her guardian angel was still with her and placed the card over the water. Holding it in place, she flipped the glass over and placed it on top of the glass of whisky.

      The Lion and the Hare become eerily silent as both men and women circled to watch what came next. Some in the back stood on chairs so they could see. This was the hard part. The key was creating the smallest possible opening. She pinched the card lightly and gave it a gentle tug.

      Like magic, the whisky rose into the upper glass and the water sank into the lower one until the two liquids had completely switched places. There was an audible gasp from her audience. With practiced hands, she nudged the card back into place, held it to the top glass, and flipped it over. Removing the card, she handed the glass to Evangeline, whose mouth gaped in wonder.

      “Go ahead, taste it,” Avery offered, giving her the friendliest smile she could muster.

      She did and then held it up above her head. “Whisky!”

      Everyone erupted in cheers. Avery took a bow.

      “Are ye a witch, woman?” The man near the door asked, his hand still on his dirk.

      Avery laughed but thought she’d best put that idea to rest right away considering the history of witches in this part of the world. “No. Water is heavier than whisky. It’s a trick. The liquids switch places. I can teach you how to do it”—she turned back to Evangeline—“if you bring me something to eat and I can have a room. If not, I’ll have to go.”

      Evangeline smiled warmly and swiped a hand through the air. “Sit down, lassie. I’ll bring ye some stew and have one of the girls fix a room for ye.”

      Avery fell back into her chair and clapped her hands together. “Well then, let the water-to-whisky lessons commence!”

      An hour later, her stomach was full, she was very tipsy, and she’d demonstrated the trick three more times until the man by the door whose name she learned was Aeden was able to replicate it to the cheers of onlookers. To her relief, the patrons lost interest when a bard arrived with a lute and set up in the corner of the room. At the same time, several men disappeared up the stairs with their chosen woman, no doubt to complete their transaction.

      Avery decided to have another pint and watch the show. She leaned back, turning her body toward the bard. He was a slight man whose lute was only marginally smaller than his torso. His voice, however, left nothing to be desired, and Avery found herself enjoying his song as she sipped the most delicious ale she’d ever tasted.

      She’d just asked Aeden for the key to her room when the bard started singing another number. This one was called “How Lachlan Slew the Dragon.” It was all about a man who killed a dragon king and took the throne for himself. Avery frowned.

      “That’s a strange song to be singing around here,” she mumbled.

      “Why ye say so?” Aeden asked. He’d brought her key and set it on the table.

      “Because, you know, Xavier is the laird,” Avery mumbled. “That’s who I’ve come to see.”

      Aeden frowned. “Xavier? Who’s Xavier?” He laughed. “I think ye best be headin’ to bed, eh? Ye’re in yer cups.”

      That was strange. He acted like he’d never heard the name. But as she swayed in her seat, it dawned on her that dragons must change their names over the years, being immortal and such. Perhaps he went by another name now. She decided then and there that when she reached the castle, she’d ask to see the laird instead of specifying Xavier. That way she’d be sure to be taken to him.

      “Why are ye goin’ to see the laird anyway?” Aeden asked. Before she could come up with something, he answered for her. “Ye must be vying for that kitchen position. Na wonder I’ve never seen ye in the village. Ye must be from the mountain?”

      “Born and raised.” She cleared her throat. “Yes, looking for work.”

      “Aye. Ye don’t need to speak to the laird for that. Ask for ol’ Mistress Abernathy. The woman’s been runnin’ the show up there for damn near thirty years.” He chuckled.

      “Right.” Avery stood, bumping the table with her hip. “Can you show me to my room?”

      “Nay. I’m not allowed upstairs. No matter—it’s the third door on yer left.” He raised a hand and gestured toward the stairs to the second floor.

      Avery gripped her key and made her way to the room. Outside her door there was a portrait of a platinum-haired man hanging on the wall with his sword buried in a dead dragon. Engraved in brass at the bottom was Lachlan Slays the Dragon. Weird.

      She unlocked her door, peeled herself out of her clothes, and passed out a minute after using the chamber pot.
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      Avery woke with a pounding headache and thanked the stars above she’d smuggled pain relievers in her leather bag. She washed herself using a deep basin of warm water Evangeline brought her and shared a simple porridge breakfast with a few of the women before setting off for the castle. Aeden pointed her in the right direction and suggested it was only a two-kilometer walk from the village. She might have seen the top of the keep last night if not for the trees and the dark.

      When she reached the gatehouse, a man in a kilt stopped her at the door. “Whit’s yer business here, lass?”

      “I am here to see the laird.” Her mind flashed back to the handsome face in the portrait she’d seen at Nathaniel’s. She was looking forward to meeting Xavier.

      The guard gave her a once-over and then took her by the elbow and led her into the castle. He guided her along narrow stone corridors and up a winding flight of stairs. When they reached a room with a heavy-looking desk and a fire in the hearth, he gave her a little shove through the door.

      Now inside, a few more things caught her eye. There was a rabbit in a cage near the fire that looked too thin, as if it was starving to death. Her gaze flicked to a birdcage on the desk. The bird inside was clearly dead. And another cage hanging from a stand in the corner held the remains of what might have been a squirrel once. She swallowed down a wave of nausea.

      “This lassie says she’s here to see ya,” the guard said from behind her.

      On the other side of the desk, a high-backed chair faced the window. She hadn’t even noticed anyone was in it until long legs shifted to the side of the chair, followed by a lanky body and platinum-blond hair. The man was extremely pale to the point Avery wondered if he was ill. Avery swallowed hard, her stomach twisting as she was hit with intense disorientation. The man in front of her was the one in the portrait outside her room at the brothel. The Lachlan who purportedly slew the dragon. She blinked.

      The laird was not Xavier but Lachlan. So where was Xavier? Her heart pounded and panic threatened to make her knees give out.

      “Who are ye?” the pale man demanded, harsh lines forming around his mouth.

      “My name is Avery… Campbell,” she said, thinking quickly. Wasn’t the population of this bubble predominantly Campbells?

      “Very weel, Avery, whit can I do for ye?” He strode around the desk to approach her. The man was eerily slender, like something out of a nightmare.

      For a moment Avery couldn’t speak. Her brain was so overwhelmed with terror at the turn of events that she had a strong desire to make a run for it. But running wouldn’t do a lick of good in this scenario. The two men in the room could easily overpower her. She had no recourse if they hurt her. All she had was her wits and the weapons God gave her. So she did the only thing she could do given the situation. She coughed into her hand and lied.

      “I was told you might need kitchen staff.” She fluttered her eyelashes and stood up taller to make full use of her figure.

      Lachlan scowled. “Ya dinna need to be seein’ me for such a thing.” He stepped toward her, his gaze raking down her body. His eyes were so dark as to be almost black, and the look sent a distinct chill through her. It wasn’t the male gaze she expected, so often laden with sexual energy. No, Lachlan looked at her like a pig he’d like to roast over a spit. “I suppose ye are a bonny lass. Were ye hopin’ I’d take an interest?”

      “I need work.”

      His icy stare bore into her as if he were trying to rip the truth from her gullet. Several tense moments passed.

      “I donna recognize ye from around here.”

      “Not surprising. I never left my parents farm before now. I’m from… the mountains.”

      “Take my hand,” he ordered. “I’ll warn ye—I can tell if ye’re lyin’ if ye do.”

      Tentatively, she placed her fingers into his. What choice did she have? Almost immediately, her hand tingled where their palms touched. He was squeezing too hard, cutting off the flow of blood to her fingers. She didn’t pull away though. This was a test, and she was determined to pass.

      “Now why’re ye really here?”

      The secret to telling a lie, Avery knew, was to tell a half truth. If your brain registered your exact words as true, your body wouldn’t give you away. Only, her palm was drenched with sweat and her body was growing alternately hot and cold as her mind scratched the surface of what kind of trouble she was in. She looked him straight in the eye. “My father is no longer able to provide for me. My mother is gone. I can’t survive on my own. I was told to seek out the laird and throw myself on his mercy.” She sagged her head and lowered her gaze. “I’m sorry I didn’t do this the right way or talk to the right person. I’ve never been away from home before.”

      Another moment passed, Lachlan raking her with his dark, probing gaze. “She tells the truth,” he said to the guard. His eyes narrowed as he removed his hand. He seemed as surprised as Avery was that he believed her. “Take her down to Mistress Abernathy. See if she has a place for her.”

      “Aye, sir.” The guard bowed, then took Avery’s elbow, meaning to lead her from the room.

      “Wait!” Lachlan said, raising his hand again. He approached her again and took her face into his narrow, bony fingers. It was like being touched by a corpse, but Avery held her practiced smile. “You are a lovely wee thing.” His eyes flicked to the guard. “Tell Mistress Abernathy it would please me if she hired this lass.”

      “Aye.”

      He released her face, and Avery didn’t breathe again until they were in the hall and the guard was leading her into the bowels of the castle. The walk gave her a moment to process what she’d just learned. Xavier was no longer in control of Castle Dunchridhe. A man named Lachlan was. And if the song and the painting were any indication of what had happened to Xavier, Lachlan had killed him.

      “Ye all right, lass? Yer trembling like a newborn colt,” the guard said kindly.

      All she could do was nod and say, “I’m all right.” Although she was far from it. If Xavier was dead, she had no way to get back home and no way to get a message to Nathaniel. She owned three skirts, one top, and a leather bag with money meant to last her only a few days. What was she going to do? How was she going to survive?

      She’d thought of all those things when she’d lied to Lachlan. That was why her words had registered as true. She did need a job. As of right now, she might be in the builgean for a very long time. And as for her parents, they were gone, or as good as in her current situation. As for coming from the mountain, she did drop into the builgean from one.

      They reached the kitchen, and a stout woman with graying brown curls wiped her hands on a cloth of questionable cleanliness before greeting them. “What ’ave ye got there, William?”

      “Mistress Abernathy, this is Avery…”

      “Campbell,” Avery filled in.

      “Mistress Campbell is needin’ work. Lachlan asked me to bring her to ye. Says he’d consider it a personal favor.”

      Mistress Abernathy snorted in derision. “This scrawny thing? I have work, but I’m not sure she can do it!”

      Avery was nowhere near scrawny. Her figure had always been more curvy than slender, and she was tall, taller than Mistress Abernathy.

      “I’m stronger than I look,” Avery said. If she were honest with herself, she probably wasn’t 1745 strong. These people had never known the pleasures of a cell phone or a remote control. Even though she worked out regularly and carried up cases of beer at the bar, she was exhausted, and her feet still hurt from yesterday’s hike. No need to oversell her abilities. “I can cook.”

      That raised Mistress Abernathy’s eyebrows. “It’s one thing to cook for a family, another to cook for a castle, ye ken?”

      “I’ve cooked for large groups before.”

      “Ye make good bread?”

      “The best. And I’ve served before as well.”

      Mistress Abernathy made a sound deep in her throat and sized her up, wiping her meaty hands on her smock. “Aye. Tell Lachlan I’ll give her a try.”

      William bowed his head and left the kitchen.

      “If ye work out, ye’ll have a room in the castle and regular pay. It ain’t much but enough to keep yer belly full and clothes on yer back.”

      Mistress Abernathy motioned for her to follow her into the kitchen and threw an apron at her. She was quick to tie it on and fall into line with a team of women. One of them pushed dough in her direction and she began to knead it on the floured surface.

      Avery released a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. In the center of a storm of fear and uncertainty, she had a job, she had a bed, and she had a distraction. Now all she needed was a plan.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      It had been seven days since Avery had taken the job working in Castle Dunchridhe’s kitchen, and all she had to show for it were sore fingers from kneading dough, a sore back from a mattress that wasn’t fit for a dog, and a collection of burns from cooking over an actual fire rather than a gas stovetop. However, she had won over the kitchen staff by introducing them to her special grilled cheese sandwiches, which she made two different ways: plain and with raspberry jam. It seemed the affections of most women, from any time or place, could be bought with the right combination of carbs and dairy. They couldn’t get enough.

      Avery was frying a batch for her new friends in a three-legged skillet over the fire when she felt Mistress Abernathy staring at her.

      “Do ye mind me askin’ where exactly ye come from?” She gave Avery a strange look. “Avery is such a strange name. I canna say I’ve ever heard of a Campbell named Avery before.”

      “I’m from the mountains.” She hoped the intentionally vague explanation would be enough. She flipped the sandwich in the pan.

      “Where in the mountains?”

      Avery looked at her but didn’t answer.

      “Yer skin is quite fair for growing up in the wilds. And ye know strange things about cookin’ and such. Are ye a fairy, Avery?”

      “Fairy?” She laughed. “No.” When Mistress Abernathy didn’t seem convinced, she changed the subject. “Is it true, the stories they tell about Lachlan slaying Xavier?”

      Mistress Abernathy shot her a curious sideways glance and laughed. “Who’s Xavier?” The old woman walked away, shaking her head and mumbling something about young women out of their minds.

      “Shhh. Stupid girl,” said a voice from behind her.

      She looked over her shoulder but there was no one there.

      “He’ll have yer head if he hears ye say that name.”

      Avery’s eyes widened when she recognized what was speaking to her even if she didn’t know the creature’s name. The tone of the voice held the same tinny quality as Tempest’s and Laurel’s, although she sensed this voice was definitely female.

      “Are you his oread?” she whispered.

      “Shh. What did I just say? Do not address me directly. Look toward the fire.”

      Avery did as she was told. Thinking back, the bard and the painting had only called Xavier the dragon. His name was never used. Whatever had happened here, no one seemed to remember him. But her heart leaped with hope. If Xavier’s oread was here, maybe he wasn’t dead at all.

      “Do you know where he is?” Avery whispered toward the fire.

      She felt a disturbance in the air beside her.

      “Dungeon,” the voice whispered. “I’ll come for you tonight when it’s safe and take ye to him.”

      Avery nodded. “What’s your name?” Avery whispered.

      “Glenna.”

      The air shifted again, and she was gone.
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      That night Avery was exhausted by the time she was dismissed to retire to her chambers. Her room was only as wide as her bed and had a sloping ceiling that limited the area where she could stand at her full height. Still, she was thankful for the bed and would have gladly made use of it if not for Glenna. When would she come? Would they have to hurry from the room?

      She knew she’d fall asleep the moment her head hit the pillow, but she had to find out what happened to Xavier. He was her only chance of ever going home, or at least to what served as home these days, Nathaniel and Clarissa’s. At first she tried to wait for the oread, but after falling asleep on her feet and falling into the wall, she blew out the candle next to her bed and fell asleep still dressed in her clothes.

      “Wake up, girl.”

      Avery came awake to an invisible force shaking her by the shoulders.

      “Glenna?”

      “Shhh. Lower yer voice. Who are ye and how is it ye ken my laird?”

      Avery lowered her voice to a level she could hardly hear. “I’m a friend of his brother’s. Is he alive?”

      “Aye.”

      Avery’s heart leaped. “Take me to him.”

      “Ye’ll be able to free him?”

      Avery didn’t know how to answer that without seeing where Xavier was being held. Certainly, if it was easy, Glenna would’ve done it herself. “I’m going to try.”

      She swept her bag off the floor and slung it over her back, then reached for the candlestick.

      “Nay,” Glenna said. “’tis too risky. Follow me.”

      Avery didn’t have to ask her what she meant. The oread began to glow until her outline was visible in the darkness. She was dressed like the other women here but had a set of gossamer wings that fluttered at her back. She looked like a winged ghost.

      Glenna silently opened the door, and Avery squeezed through before closing it softly behind her. She followed the oread to the rear of the castle, then down a stone staircase. They descended two levels and stopped at a heavy iron door in front of which slept a guard snoring like a bear. An empty cup sat on the floor near his feet and smelled strongly of whisky.

      “Sleeping draught,” Glenna said. “I spent all afternoon concocting it.” Silently, she moved past him and tugged the door open a few inches. Its hinges squealed and Avery froze, but the sleeping man simply grumbled, wiped his nose with his hand, and fell back to sleep. Avery squeezed through the narrow opening.

      The dungeon was dark and dank. The steady drip of water echoed against the stone. She covered her nose and mouth against the smell of mold, human filth, and something else. Something animal. She scanned the cells. There was a man huddled in the first one who looked more dead than alive. He didn’t raise his head as she passed. The next three cells were empty. She kept going, following Glenna as she led her farther back into the bowels of the dungeon.

      By the light of the oread, who glowed brighter now like her own personal star, Avery came upon a cage with polished silver bars. The construction reminded her of a modern jail, and it stood out against the dark stone walls. She squinted through the bars at a shadowy figure near the back of the cage. Glenna came closer, and her light beat back some of the darkness.

      There was someone or something near the back of the cell, but the stooped figure looked more animal than a man. She strained her eyes to see. The size of a bear, he was crouched on his haunches, his skin dirty but mounded with muscle that tapered along his spine and disappeared into a pair of filthy breeches that strained at the thighs. His feet were bare. He rocked on his heels, his auburn hair hiding his face.

      “Xavier?” she whispered.

      His head rose, but he didn’t turn to face her. Glenna frowned beside her.

      “How long has he been down here?” Avery asked.

      “Too long,” the oread answered.

      “How is it that you’re the only one who remembers his name?”

      “Lachlan’s mind control doesn’t work on me, only humans. I’ve been hiding in this castle since they captured him, but I can’t open the cell. It’s enchanted, ye ken.”

      Inspecting the door to the cage, Avery was surprised to find there was no lock. There wasn’t even a place for a key. She stared, bewildered. How was she supposed to pick a lock when there was no lock to pick?

      She placed her hand on the bars in frustration. They felt cold, icy, and her palms tingled as if the metal was charged with electricity. Weird.

      “Xavier?” she whispered again. “Nathaniel sent me.”

      This time Xavier did turn his head, and something deep inside her clenched. If his portrait had affected her, his presence did even more so. Everything about him was larger than life. He was Conan the Barbarian. He was a god, a titan, a warrior who could pull her apart with his bare hands. She could feel his blue gaze hot against her skin as if he were touching her.

      She tugged on the bars, testing them. A shock ran up her arm.

      “Ow.” Her elbow twanged like she’d struck her funny bone, and then by some miracle the door gave. She swung it open wide. Strange… it wasn’t locked.

      “You’ve done it,” Glenna whispered, her voice laden with awe.

      Avery wasn’t sure what she’d done other than pull open the door, but she understood they were on borrowed time. They had to leave now, under cover of darkness, or they had no hope of escaping. “Xavier, my name is Avery. I’m a friend of Nathaniel’s. We need to go.”

      He rose slowly, his eyes widening as they roved over the open door. She blinked. He charged. And all the air left her lungs with an oomph as his shoulder hit her gut and her feet left the floor.
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      The woman on his shoulder had to be an enchantress. After all, she’d said Nathaniel had sent her, and his brother reached for magic the way Xavier reached for his sword. But how would Nathaniel know he needed help? And how had she gotten past the wards to find him?

      Although he longed to ask her a dozen questions, there would be time enough once he delivered them both to safety. He bounded through the door, slamming it unmercifully into the guard behind it. Lachlan’s man flew, his head cracking against the stone wall. Xavier swept the man’s sword into his hand. He wasn’t one to turn his nose up at an opportunity.

      He took the stairs two at a time, the stone making a strange noise with every step. It was an ugh sound. No, it wasn’t the stone; it was the girl. He shifted her on his shoulder and heard her take a wheezing breath. A pang of guilt jabbed through him. She was a lovely wee thing, and he was manhandling her like a sack of wheat.

      “Sorry, lass. Almost there.”

      A guard appeared in the hall in front of him, sword raised. “Halt!”

      Xavier slapped the sword with his own, freeing it from the man’s grip with brute force, then kicked the man squarely in the chest. He heard ribs crack and the guard collapsed, wheezing. He leaped over the body, trying not to think about who it was he’d just incapacitated. It was better if he didn’t know.

      He tore out the back of the castle and headed straight for the stables, ripping the door off Tàirn’s stall with one hand. The jet-black stallion whinnied in greeting, nudging his shoulder before lipping the woman’s face.

      “Och. Blah. Put me down!” she cried, wiping away the equine kiss.

      He set the woman on her feet.

      “Tàirn is mine, the fastest horse in here. He’ll get us out.”

      She wheezed at him, her chest rising and falling in pants. He hoped he hadn’t bruised her too badly. Hurriedly, he tossed a saddle on the stallion’s back and tightened the girth, then slipped a bridle on. He was just finishing the tack when a stable boy rushed in.

      “Stop there!” the boy yelled.

      “Back away. Ye’ll not want to be facing off with me tonight.” Xavier stared at him and allowed fire to fill his eyes.

      The boy’s face turned ashen, and he turned on his heel and ran. Smart young man. Xavier hoisted himself into the saddle, then held his hand out to the wee lassie who was still desperately trying to catch her breath. She stared at his fingers, her face pale.

      “I dinna mean to be so rough with ye, but Lachlan will have our heads if we dinna move and quick.”

      Her blue eyes flicked to his and held, and then her hand was in his own. He lifted her onto the saddle. She hoisted her skirts and tossed her leg over to straddle Tàirn in front of him like she’d been born to ride and had no use for the manners of a lady. He didn’t know who she was, but as she settled in against him, he decided he liked her.

      “Very weel. Hold tight, lassie. Tàirn, fly!”

      The stallion lurched forward, breaking from the gate at a gallop. Lights ignited in windows to the sound of pounding hooves. Xavier held the woman to him to keep her in the saddle. Even an accomplished rider might struggle at this speed.

      Behind him, dogs barked and the howls of angry men rang from the castle.

      “I ken Lachlan’s learned I’m missin’.”

      He banked left, the woman releasing a pronounced squeak as she pitched sideways in the saddle. At a full run, he headed toward the fairy hills. All he needed was to get far enough away from the castle to make it difficult for the sídh and they’d have a chance to survive.

      As the distance flew by, the trees grew closer together, tangles of mist playing in the moonlight around the horse’s legs. He didn’t break until the stallion was showing signs of fatigue. Even then he didn’t stop, just slowed and walked him to a nearby stream. This would have to do. He dismounted, helping the wee lass down as he did.

      “We’ll camp here,” he said. “Whit’s yer name, lass?”

      The woman stared back at him for a moment, wavered, and then, bending abruptly at the waist, vomited near his feet.
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      Avery felt like she’d just gotten off the world’s least fun roller coaster. Her ass hurt like she’d been spanked, she was sure she’d bruised her ribs, and her stomach had decided to empty what little was left in it onto the ground in front of Xavier. Hello. Nice to meet you. I came from outside your world to throw up on your bare feet.

      “Easy, lass. Come. Drink some water.”

      She allowed him to help her to the stream, knelt down, and rinsed her mouth out, then took a long, deep drink from her hands. Fuck, she’d forgotten Nathaniel’s pill to purify the water. She might pay for that later. Pull yourself together. She splashed water on her face and neck and rinsed her mouth again. The cold helped. Slowly, the nausea from the day’s events abated. She sucked in a few deep breaths.

      As she blinked away the cold droplets, she recognized a boulder near the shore. Wasn’t that where she’d rested on her way into the village? She wondered if her furry friend lived nearby. Not that he’d be out now. This time of night, anyone with a bed was likely in it.

      Rising from the water’s edge, she saw that Xavier had already gathered wood and started a small fire.

      “Ye all right, lass?” he asked her.

      Avery nodded. “Yes, thank you. I’m not used to riding like that.”

      She balked at the odd look on his face.

      “Whit happened to yer voice?”

      Frantically she felt the length of her neck, searching for Nathaniel’s enchanted mole. It was gone. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.”

      He held up his hands. “Easy. I thank ye for yer help, lass. I’m just wonderin’ as ye don’t sound as if yer from here.”

      “I’m not.” She tossed up her hands. “Nathaniel sent me from the outside.”

      His big hands rubbed his face. “Ye don’t sound like yer from there either.”

      She sighed. “I’m not. I’m American.”

      “Aye.” He looked her over as if he found that confusing, but he didn’t ask her again about her origins. “Sit. Tell me how ye come to be here.” He gestured toward the fire he’d started, then stepped over her vomit to take a seat on a log beside the flames.

      “Sorry about that.” She kicked some dirt over where she’d lost her lunch. Her gaze darted to where the large black stallion rested beside the trees. “He’s faster and bigger than any horse I’ve ever ridden. Even faster than Nathaniel’s Diablo. I guess my stomach couldn’t handle the excitement.”

      “It’s the rare horse indeed that can best Tàirn. I’d worried Lachlan hadn’t been exercising him since he locked me up but must have been. He’s even faster than I remember.”

      Xavier motioned to the other side of the fire where another large log waited. “I’m afraid this is the best I have to offer ye for the night, but as ye can see, I’m a bit short of wear myself.”

      He gestured toward his bare chest, and Avery suddenly felt a keen awareness of every inch of his masculine presence. She swallowed and glanced away.

      “I can share my arisaid if you’re cold.” She cleared her throat and lifted the edge of what amounted to a blanket wrapped around her shoulders.

      “The cold doesna bother me.”

      She blinked slowly. “Of course it doesn’t. You’re a dragon like your brothers.”

      “Aye.” He scratched his bearded jaw, and she felt the weight of his gaze travel over her.

      “Do you think we are safe here? Will Lachlan come after us?” God, she hoped they were safe for now. She was exhausted and sore. All she wanted to do was sleep.

      “He might, but I’m betting he won’t. For one, he’d be hard-pressed to get any of the locals to come wi’ him. These hills are home to fairies. Some of them kind. Others deadly. As a dragon, I donna fear them the way the others do. I can protect you if we are set upon, but I doubt many will rush after us here, especially not in the dark. And Lachlan, he’s a coward and a crook. He’ll hesitate to leave Castle Dunchridhe and the hold he has over it and will avoid facing me alone at all costs, especially here where there are those who might not be sympathetic to his cause.”

      Avery wasn’t sure what he meant by that and struggled to get her tired brain to formulate the right questions to ask. She looked around her. Fairy hills. The only fairy she’d ever encountered was Aborella, and she’d been the deadliest and scariest supernatural being she’d had the misfortune of meeting. To think she hadn’t believed dragons or witches existed a few short months ago. And now she was hiding in the fairy hills.

      She thought about what he’d said, but there was something she didn’t understand. “Why would Lachlan’s leaving the castle affect his hold on it?”

      “The castle magnifies his magic, as do the poor creatures in his office whose life force he drains when he needs power. Allows him to keep a mental hold on my clan. If he leaves or becomes too drained, his magic might fail and someone might remember.”

      The answer simply spawned more questions, but she was too tired to ask them. She held her hands toward the fire.

      “What is yer name, lass, and how did ye come to ken my brother?”

      She smoothed her skirts and gathered her arisaid tighter around her shoulders. “My name is Avery—my sister Clarissa is mated to Nathaniel. My other sister is mated to Gabriel.”

      Xavier made a deep, throaty grunt. “Mated, both. Hmm. And yerself? Are ye mated to one of ma brothers as well?”

      She chuckled and raised her brows. “No. I am not married or mated or anything else to anyone.”

      For some reason, that elicited a hint of a smile from the dragon, who covered his smirk with a hand and rubbed his mouth and beard. “What are ye that ye were able to open the cage?”

      “Hmm?” She shook her head. “The cage wasn’t locked.”

      He grunted again. “No need to hide what ye are from me, lass. I be a dragon. I will na judge ye.”

      She shrugged. “I’m not hiding anything. I’m a human, plain and simple, and all I did was tug on the bars. The door simply swung open.” She didn’t mention the shock that had gone through her arms. She was sure there was some explanation, static electricity or some other natural phenomenon.

      Xavier didn’t press the issue.

      “How came ye here? How did Nathaniel know I was imprisoned in the castle as to send you to fetch me?”

      “He didn’t.”

      “Heh?”

      “I’m here to retrieve you for an entirely different reason. Nathaniel assumed you’d still be laird of Castle Dunchridhe. I marched right up to Lachlan, believing he’d be you, then had to pretend to be a mountain-raised bumpkin in order to be hired onto the kitchen staff. I only found you when Glenna heard me say your name and led me to you.” She widened her eyes, realizing she’d completely forgotten about the fate of the oread who’d helped her so much. “What happened to Glenna?”

      “Traveling back to the castle. I asked her to retrieve some things for me.” He gestured to his state of undress.

      “Oh. Good.” She was relieved the oread wasn’t in danger. “How long were you in the dungeon?”

      He tugged at his beard. “Two years, I reckon.”

      “Two years!”

      “If ye did na ken I was in there, then whit reason did Nathaniel send ye for?”

      Avery threaded her fingers and looked into the fire. She’d thought it would be easy to tell Xavier everything his siblings had learned about Paragon, but now she wondered where to start. The man had obviously had a hell of a time the past two years. She didn’t relish adding insult to injury with the truth about his wicked mother.

      “It isn’t good news. Would you like me to wait to deliver it until morning?”

      He frowned. “Ye come all this way. Deliver yer message whilst the devil is at his rest.”

      She folded her arms across her stomach and took a fortifying breath. “Your brothers and sister are together on the other side. Earlier this year Gabriel discovered that your mother, Eleanor, was responsible for Marius’s death.” Avery told him about what Gabriel and Raven had learned on Pyre night and then about Scoria coming to kill Tobias. She spoke about Aborella taking Raven, Gabriel, and Tobias prisoner and how Nathaniel, Alexander, and Rowan fought to bring them home. She explained about Eleanor murdering Brynhoff and naming herself empress and how a rebellion was rising in Paragon, one his siblings planned to join in the future once they had his help.

      His expression remained chronically impassive as she rattled on. Finally she finished relaying everything she could think of as he sat in stony silence. A yawn stretched her mouth. “Nathaniel would like you to come back with me to the outside world and join forces with your siblings to take back Paragon.”

      She waited. He stared at the fire. When several minutes had passed, she began to worry there was a language barrier. “Did you get all that?”

      He gave her one curt nod, his expression giving nothing away. It was as if she’d told him she’d just watched a squirrel bury a nut. When more time passed without a reaction, Avery grew impatient. “Well? Will you come back with me?”

      He took three long breaths while he toyed with a ring on his finger. It looked strikingly similar to Nathaniel’s, but instead of an amethyst, it contained a grand topaz gemstone. Finally, after a small eternity, he raised his blue gaze to meet hers.

      “Nay, I’m sorry, Avery. I canna.”
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      For three days, Aborella endured Dianthe’s kindnesses in silence. Her fairy rescuer spoke softly to her and kept her company as if she were a child. She was fed delicious stews and tasty sweets and given healing teas to drink. She was rarely left alone, although Sylas never made an appearance in the small cottage.

      It all made Aborella profoundly uncomfortable. Never in her life had anyone from Everfield shown compassion to her. Then again, if Dianthe knew who she really was, she’d probably be torturing her instead. Still, the woman’s actions made it terribly difficult to hate her.

      “Why… are you… helping me?” Aborella rasped on the fourth day, when she discovered she again had her voice.

      “You can speak! Praise the goddess!” Dianthe took her hand and smiled at her warmly.

      “Why?” Aborella asked again.

      Dianthe stared at her in silence for a long time. Her shoulders sagged. “The answer I should give you is that any fairy would help another fairy for the sake of the goddess. I think we both know that isn’t true. The population of Everfield isn’t always kind or helpful.” She released Aborella’s hand and walked toward the fire, leaning a shoulder against the stone. Her wings folded gently.

      “No.” So then why was she here?

      “Most people in Everfield would have left you in that grave. I don’t know you. You were buried near the palace. I have no idea if you were once friend or foe to the crown. What I do know is that you haven’t been a member of this community for a very long time. I’d know if you had been. I know everyone here.”

      “Then why help me?”

      Dianthe’s gold eyes locked onto her. “Sylas thought I should leave you. He doesn’t trust you. He won’t stay here while you are here.”

      Aborella hadn’t once seen Sylas since she’d been there, but she’d spent so much time unconscious, she wasn’t sure if she’d simply missed his coming and going. Interesting. She waited, although the silence dragged out between them.

      “What is your name?” Dianthe asked.

      Aborella thought for a moment, then offered her middle name, a name she hadn’t been called in her lifetime. “Call me Zinnia. Zin.”

      “Zin, you are here because whoever you are, you know something about what is happening inside the Obsidian Palace. And the fact that they buried you alive means that even if you were once a friend of the Highborn, you no longer are. We need people like you to help with the rebellion. We need inside information.”

      “You admit you’re part of the rebellion?”

      “Defenders of the Goddess, yes. There are many of us. We grow stronger every day.”

      The opportunities this presented swirled inside Aborella’s mind. She’d known Sylas was involved with the rebellion; she’d never thought his mate would be sharing his involvement with her so openly. If she played her cards right, could she potentially find out more about the rebellion to take to Eleanor? A list of rebels could be her ticket back into the empress’s good graces.

      “You are being kind to me in the hope that I will join your cause.”

      Dianthe shook her head. “I’m being kind to you because I believe in treating people the way I would want to be treated. No one deserves what they did to you. No one. I don’t care who you are or what you’ve done in the past. It was wrong.”

      A chill traveled the length of Aborella’s spine at the conviction in Dianthe’s voice. In that moment, she almost believed that Dianthe truly would have helped her even if she’d recognized her for who she really was.

      “As for my mate, he is compassionate but far more cautious than me. The only reason he is allowing me to keep you here is because he hopes you will join our cause when you’ve recovered. It should be soon. I’ve never seen a fairy heal as fast as you.”

      Aborella glanced down at her legs. One had already regenerated to its regular size and shape. She wiggled her toes. The other leg had grown back to just above the knee. Her skin was no longer as white as it had been. Now it was a pale pink with the slightest hint of purple. Her fingers explored her face and found it still healing. She had time. It would be a few more days before she’d be recognizable by anyone, and by then she’d be strong enough to use her magic to disguise herself. She was in the perfect position to gather intel on the rebellion.

      “As you might have guessed, I am no friend to the crown,” Aborella said softly. “Tell me more about the rebellion. What exactly is it the Defenders of the Goddess are trying to achieve?”

      Dianthe smiled. “I’ll make some tea. This will be a long conversation.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “What do you mean, no?” The one called Avery might have sworn she wasn’t a witch, but Xavier reckoned flames might shoot out of her eyes at the anger rolling off her. He hated to disappoint the lass, but he could not return with her to the outside world. Not without first settling the score with Lachlan.

      “I must liberate my clan from Lachlan’s clutches, ye ken? He’s an evil bastard, he is. I canna leave here without setting things right.”

      “I’d think you’d have a lot better chances of that if you got your brother involved. We can go back, get help.” She grabbed the sides of her head in exasperation.

      “If I go through the wards, there’s no guarantee I can come back. The original barrier was created by the fairies, Nathaniel, and me. Lachlan is a fairy. It’s possible he tampered with the wards while I was imprisoned.”

      Avery rolled her eyes toward the stars. “Are you telling me that I came all this way to get you and you won’t leave?”

      “Aye.” Xavier narrowed his eyes on her. “I donna doubt that Nathaniel has good reason to want ma help, but ma responsibility is to ma clan. Paragon is not mine anymore.”

      Xavier frowned as Avery slid angrily off the log and flopped beside the fire, staring up at the stars. The poor woman had come all this way to rescue him, and this was how he repaid her? What a sorry arse he was! Dark circles swelled beneath her eyes and her lids drooped heavily. Poor wee thing. He wished he could help her, but his duty was to his people first.

      He still suspected she was a witch after what he’d seen her do, but it seemed rude to press the issue, all things considered. Besides, witches were not always welcome in these parts. Perhaps she was protecting herself from the burning stake by denying what she was. He couldn’t say he blamed her.

      “How did Lachlan become laird anyway?”

      “Well, the first thing ye should ken about that is at first I thought he was human.”

      Her eyes fluttered. “Not surprising. He looked human enough to me.”

      “He’s a fairy changeling.” Xavier frowned when it was clear Avery had no idea what that was. “The fairies stole a healthy babe from Oliver and Gwendolyn MacKenzie, a lovely couple I knew quite well, and they replaced it with Lachlan, who played the part of their child. I knew the boy, ye ken, his whole life. I thought I did anyway.”

      Avery rubbed her eyes. “Are you telling me the MacKenzies never suspected their baby had been replaced? That seems doubtful.”

      “Aye, but ye see, a changeling isn’t actually an infant. Lachlan is hundreds of years old. He only posed as the baby and then as their child, and he was careful and patient as not to raise their suspicions.”

      “Okay. So this fairy—I assume he was here from the beginning?”

      “Aye, likely living on this very hill.”

      “But you said he didn’t lock you in the dungeon until two years ago. Why then? Why not one hundred years ago?”

      Xavier grunted his approval at her thoughtful question. She was a smart one. Exhausted, but still working things out. Curious. Nathaniel must have known as much to send her alone.

      “Lachlan understood that he could not win against me fair and square. On a fairy’s best day, their magic is no match for a dragon’s fire. If he challenged me when I was in a position of power, he would lose.”

      “Then how did he get you in the cage?” Avery asked.

      Another good question. He smiled in her direction although her eyes were closed and she could not see it. “Fairies, generally, have three powers in their favor. The first is control over plants and trees. Everything green. They can make things grow faster than normal, make a tree reach down and grab you with its branches. The second is illusion—they can make themselves look like anything or anyone. That’s how he concealed himself as a child all those years. They can also make things appear that are not there. But the third and final power is the most dangerous. Fairies can read and control thoughts. Lachlan can read human minds, tell when they’re lying, and he can whisper in their ear and make them believe what he says.”

      Avery yawned. “He couldn’t tell I was lying.”

      “Hmm?”

      “He held my hand and asked me why I was here. I lied right to his face and he couldn’t tell.”

      “Well, I’ve no explanation for that. But I can tell ye that Lachlan started makin’ people believe that there was a beast picking off their cattle. He did it slow, over many years. A cow dead here. Another missing there. Sometimes people would claim to see a flyin’ beast.”

      “Flying beast? What, like a dragon? Was he trying to pin the cattle deaths on you?”

      “Normally the people here know what I am, and it would appear so, but as these cattle went missin’ while I was in the company of others, Lachlan’s goal was never to pin the thefts on me. His goal was to make the people believe a mysterious unknown beast was at large and to pressure me to do somethin’ about it.”

      Avery tossed an arm over her eyes.

      “After so many complaints, Lachlan corrupted the mind of the local blacksmith and had him approach me about building a cage fit for a dragon. Now, I didna believe the thing was a dragon, but I was beginning to wonder if there was not some type of mutant bird with a penchant for cattle involved. To appease ma clan, I agreed to build a trap for the creature. The blacksmith made the bars, and then I warded them with ma own magic. Before I ever understood what Lachlan was, he’d manipulated me into usin’ ma own magic to build a cage that could hold me.”

      Avery grunted. “He couldn’t build it himself, so he tricked you into doing it for him!”

      “Exactly. Fairies may not be as strong as other supernaturals, but they are brutally clever. This blacksmith had lost half his herd to the monster, and he built the cage in record time. And I, believing I was doing the right thing, used my magic to make the cage unescapable. We placed it in the field with a cow as bait. And what do you know, we caught ourselves a dragon.”

      “You did?” Avery asked. “I didn’t know any other dragons were here.”

      “That makes two of us. I’d never seen a dragon like that before. It was small like a whelp, with odd-shaped wings and teeth. It didna look like any dragon from Paragon. I wondered if Scotland had grown its own, ye ken, so I went inside the cage to see what we were dealin’ with.”

      “Lachlan trapped you?” Avery’s voice held all the despair he’d felt that day.

      “Aye. Turns out the illusion of the dragon was bait for me. Lachlan’s mind control doesna work on me, but his illusions don’t require psychic manipulation. They’re damn near impossible to detect, even by supernaturals. Once he had me trapped, he shot me with a poison arrow and moved me and the cage into the dungeon. Then he used his power to convince everyone that the dragon had killed me but that he had slain that dragon. Later, he made them forget I ever existed. That’s when he became laird.”

      “Just like that?” Avery stared at the stars.

      “Fairy mind control is a significant force to reckon with, at least for humans.”

      “Not dragons.”

      “Nay. It didna work on me, although Lachlan’s cunning is almost as dangerous. He tricked me into the cage after all. Tricked me before I ken whit he was.”

      “What a dick.” Avery yawned again, adjusting herself in her makeshift bed.

      Xavier hadn’t heard a man referred to as a dick before, but by her tone of voice, he surmised it was an insult. He nodded in agreement.

      “So I canna return with ye because I must take back the castle and free my clan from Lachlan’s hold on their minds. Most of them are na better than slaves, ye see.”

      When she didn’t say anything for a long time, Xavier moved closer to better see her face. She released a loud, rattling snore. Smiling, he backed away from her, but he did not follow her into sleep. Instead, he slipped out of his breeches and transformed, allowing his inner beast to take control. As he spread his wings and lifted into the sky for the first time in two years, he thanked the goddess of the mountain for answering his prayer and sending him the sharp-witted beauty with fire in her eyes.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      An annoying and persistent rustle woke Avery from a lovely dream where she was somewhere warm, sipping cocoa and reading a romance novel by candlelight. She waved a hand by her ear, trying to cling to the pleasant image in her head, but the sound kept coming. The dream slipped away, replaced by the feel of hard ground and a morning chill that made her shiver.

      She gave up and opened her lids.

      Two large brown eyes set in a furry face stared at her, close enough their noses almost touched. Startled, she lurched and smacked the top of her head on the log.

      “Ow.” She rubbed the aching spot and sat up.

      The furry little man she’d met earlier in this place stared back at her, holding up one of her last two remaining protein bars.

      “Oh, it’s you. Are you hungry again? You seriously need to move closer to town.”

      He waved the bar excitedly as if asking her permission. She noticed then that the contents of her bag had been dumped next to the fire. She groaned, grabbed the leather satchel, and started tossing items back into it. Had he taken anything else? She tried to remember everything she’d packed. She was too tired for this.

      “You made a mess. All you had to do was ask me.”

      The furry man held up the bar again in response and spread his lips into a smile that seemed to house too many teeth. She couldn’t stay angry at that face. The man reminded her of a dog with his furry skin and soulful eyes.

      “Oh, all right. You can have it,” she said. “I have one more in here for breakfast.”

      He moved as if to bite into the bar, wrapper and all, and she held up her hands.

      “No. Not like that. Here. Let me.” She reached over and tore off the wrapper, then handed it back to him.

      He bit into it immediately. She continued cleaning up the mess, then pulled the drawstring tight and put the bag on over her shoulders.

      Moving to rise, she balked when her eyes caught on Xavier. On the other side of the smoldering coals of the fire, he slept, using Tàirn’s saddle as a pillow. He was glorious. Now, in the light of day, he looked even bigger than the night before, all golden-bronze muscle and wavy auburn hair. No wonder she’d dreamed of romance novels. In all his bare-chested glory, he looked like he belonged on the cover of one. She swallowed so hard she could hear it.

      A tug on her hand brought her back down to earth. The furry man had finished his protein bar and was trying his best to lead her away again. “Oh, I can’t go with you. I need to wait for my friend.” She waved a hand in Xavier’s general direction.

      He shook his furry head, squeezed her hand tighter, and heaved her in the direction of the stream.

      “Oh geez, all right already.” She sighed. “Xavier, I’m going to see what my friend has to show me,” she announced in the loudest voice she could muster so early.

      Xavier grumbled and rolled onto his side.

      Avery allowed the little man to lead her across a log bridge to the other side of the stream. The forest was thicker there, but he guided her along a narrow path that seemed undetectable by anyone but him. Avery was no expert, but the plant life here seemed exceptionally green and of a variety she’d never seen before. It made her feel peaceful. For the first time since coming to this strange land, her shoulder muscles loosened and the air flowed freely into her lungs.

      The tranquil green forest opened abruptly to reveal a small stone cottage complete with a barn, surrounded by brightly colored flowers. She sighed at the beauty of the place.

      “Is this your home?”

      He gave a small, charming squeak. On stubby legs, he jogged up the three steps to the wraparound porch and opened the red wooden door. She followed and peeked inside. The place was cozy and immaculate.

      “It’s very nice. Do you live here alone? Do you have a family?”

      He gestured for her to enter, but she shook her head.

      Pointing over her shoulder with her thumb, she said, “I should go back and get my friend.”

      There was a thump behind her, and Xavier landed in the small yard in front of the cottage. He whistled, and Tàirn came running to him, the stallion whinnying and shaking his mane. The furry man ducked behind her legs and squealed.

      “I’m here,” Xavier said, his amber-colored wings stretching wide before tucking against his back.

      “You’re scaring him. Stay where you are.”

      “Ask him to invite me inside as well, Avery.”

      “He seems afraid of you.” Avery rubbed the little man’s back as if he were a child and he shivered. He must be terrified. “Maybe it would be better if you went back to the camp. I’ll meet you there in just a minute.”

      Xavier chuckled and pointed an upturned hand in her direction. “He’s a brownie, Avery. A fairy. Am I wrong to assume ye’ve fed him?”

      “I gave him a couple of protein bars.” She shrugged.

      “Whit now?”

      “You know, like PowerBars… Never mind. I fed him.”

      “Aye. Then he’s offerin’ this place ta ye. He’ll serve ye now, long as ye feed him.”

      “Huh?” Avery looked down at the small furry man and for the first time saw him for what he was—not human. She took a step back and bumped into the doorjamb. “Excuse me, Mr., mmm, Brownie, could you please invite my friend in as well?”

      His furry head bobbed, and he motioned for Xavier to enter. Avery backed into the cabin to make room for Xavier as his body filled the door.

      “A stroke of luck,” Xavier said. “Da ye have any more? It would be best if I fed him from ma own hand as well. Otherwise he may resent me stayin’ here with ye.”

      Avery huffed. “One, but I planned to eat it for breakfast.”

      “Trust me. Ye’ll have yer breakfast. Da ye mind?”

      For a moment Avery hesitated; then she removed her bag and reluctantly handed her last bar over to Xavier. He stared at it for a beat, then tore off the wrapper, chuckling as if he found the process amusing, then handed the goods to the brownie, who ate it hastily.

      “Xavier, are brownies dangerous?”

      “Not to the ones who feed ’em.” He winked at her and wandered deeper into the cottage.

      A fireplace at the center of the room sat unused. Xavier tested the flue with his hand and then, using a few logs from a bin on the hearth, lit a fire with his breath. She’d never seen any of the other dragon siblings spit fire like that. It was strange and enchanting. She touched her fingers to her lips and wondered at the temperature of Xavier’s mouth.

      A soft mew came from behind her, and Avery turned to find the little man had finished his bar. He licked his furry fingers and gave Xavier a small bow.

      “I hope that was enough. I’m all out.” Avery rubbed her stomach, suddenly very hungry.

      “We’ll need breakfast and tea,” Xavier ordered the brownie. “And some clothes, whatever ye can find.”

      To Avery’s surprise, the brownie bowed low again and then disappeared into thin air. “Holy God in heaven!” Avery looked left, then right, then hooked her head out the door. “Did you see that? He just disappeared.”

      Xavier laughed a low, rumbling sound that made Avery feel warm inside. “I told ye he’s fairy.”

      “Yes, but you said the fairies had mind control and could make plants grow. Not disappear into thin air!”

      “Oh aye, brownies can. Very powerful buggers. But he won’t stick around if we donna feed him, so we best get to it.” Xavier headed for the door.

      “Get to what?”

      “We need to steal a cow so we have cream to feed the wee brownie each morning. We’ll also need to provide him a bed, but I see the last one to live here has already done so.” He pointed to a small wooden box with a mess of blankets.

      “He sleeps there?”

      “As long as ye feed him,” Xavier said slowly, as if she was a bit dense.

      “Right.” Avery pressed a finger into her chin. “Where do we get a cow?”

      “Come along, lass, I’ll show ye.”
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      The woman was comely. Very comely. As he moved toward the door, Xavier found himself suddenly concerned about his appearance. He was filthy, after all, still dressed in the rags he’d worn in the dungeon and without access to a bath, a comb, or a blade. Where was Glenna with his things?

      “Now that I think about it, ye should stay here while I filch the cow,” he said. If she waited in the cottage, he could bathe in the stream before he saw her again.

      “Nonsense. I’ll help you. I’m a very good thief. I used to lift candy bars from the grocery store regularly as a teen. Besides, you need backup in case Lachlan is out hunting for you.”

      He grunted. “Nay. I plan to shift into ma dragon form and fly the bugger back here.”

      “Won’t a dragon swooping down over a herd of cattle draw some unwanted attention?”

      “I’ll make maself and the cow invisible.”

      He walked out the door and jogged down the steps. She followed on his heels.

      Avery frowned. “Where do you plan to find this poor cow?”

      “The McGregors have a farm nearby, on the edge of the fairy hills. I donna particularly care for stealing, but I’ll reward the man handsomely once I’ve reclaimed Dunchridhe.”

      “Invisible or not, don’t you think it would be to your advantage to have a second set of eyes with you? Even if the cattle can’t see you, they can hear you and smell you. If you’re not careful, you’ll send the entire herd stampeding, and within hours the entire village will be talking about it.”

      He paused and gave her a sideways glance. He seemed to be having some trouble ridding himself of her, even temporarily. “I can be very quiet when I try.”

      She rolled her eyes in a way that stirred his temper. “If someone sees their cow disappear, I think they might make a fuss. You don’t want to lead Lachlan right to us, do you? Take me with you—I might be able to distract anyone nearby. No one knows who I am, after all.”

      Xavier grunted. “Ye have wee manners for a lass, ye ken. Can ye just stay behind this one time and let me handle this?”

      “No,” she said simply, her unblinking stare a clear indicator of her stance on the subject.

      “Ye have a hard head on yer shoulders.”

      “Like a diamond. Save yourself some time and energy and simply take me with you.”

      “Aye.” He mounted Tàirn and drew her up into the saddle. She winced when her bottom hit the leather and he suppressed a laugh. “Yer sure ye want ta go?”

      “Yes,” she said firmly, although he didn’t miss the way she ground her teeth when she said it.

      “Very well.” He hooked an arm around her and dragged her against him. She released an audible oomph. “If ye’re sure.”

      Before she could say another word, he kicked Tàirn into motion and she was too busy concentrating on her seat to pester him further. He didn’t ride as hard as the night before, but they made it to the edge of the McGregors’ land quick enough. He didn’t miss how she rubbed her bottom gingerly when he helped her down.

      “Anythin’ wrong?”

      “No,” she said in a high-pitched and highly suspect tone. She raised her chin.

      “There she is, fat with milk.” He gestured toward the shaggy Highland cow grazing a few meters beyond the fence.

      “Okay. What’s the plan?”

      He looked both ways. “No a soul around for ye to distract,” he said pointedly. “The plan is ye wait here. I’ll shift and retrieve her.”

      He moved away from her and made himself invisible, then shed his breeches, tucking them into Tàirn’s saddlebag for safekeeping. He shifted into his dragon form, knowing it would be far easier to carry a cow that way, but when he turned toward his target, Avery was gone.

      He cursed. The blasted woman was in the field, walking toward the heifer with a length of rope in her hands he recognized as the one he kept hooked to Tàirn’s saddle! Damn obstinate female! He spread his wings, meaning to fly over her, swoop down, and retrieve the heifer before she could reach it. Only he realized he could not. Avery was too close now. If he scared the cow, it might become agitated and trample Avery, or worse, scare the rest of the herd.

      He suppressed a growl. He’d have to wait for her to draw the animal near. He watched helplessly as she fed the cow a handful of grass while slowly looping the rope around the beast’s neck. Then she coaxed her toward him. Slowly, cooing to her every step of the way, she moved the beast forward one step at a time until finally she was right in front of him.

      He shifted back into his human form so he could speak, careful to maintain his invisibility. “All right, stand back and I’ll carry her over the fence.”

      She blinked, turning her head toward his voice. Invisible or not, a shiver ran the length of his body as he stood before her naked. Thankfully, she obeyed, slipping the rope from the cow’s neck and taking a step aside. He spread his wings and hopped over the fence.

      “Are you naked right now?” she asked, a wicked smile curving her lips.

      He paused. “An inappropriate question for a proper lass!”

      She snickered. “Good thing there isn’t one of those around here.”

      He did a double take, watching her over the cow. Avery was full of surprises. His lips twitched into a smile.

      She raised an eyebrow. “Last night when you were carrying me out of the castle, I could see you even though others couldn’t.”

      “Aye.”

      She giggled. “So… If I touched you right now, would I be able to, um, see you?”

      “Aye.” He gave a low chuckle and called her bluff. “Would ye care to ’ave a look, lass?”

      She snorted and took a step back. “No!”

      “Aye, I’ll ruin ye fur all other men! Ye may go blind from the glory of it.”

      That made her laugh fully, straight from her belly. “Or maybe cry out of pity.”

      “He-he, it’s a good thing we have a cow between us or we might have to settle this—” He was about to say once and for all when a shot rang out and buzzed right by their heads.

      Avery swore. “What was that?”

      “It appears the McGregors have noticed ye after all.” He leaped over the animal, grabbed Avery around the waist with one arm and the cow with the other, and flew both over the fence just as a band of McGregors rode up, pistols drawn.

      “Whaur’d she go?” one of them yelled.

      “Never mind the lass! Whaur’s the cow?” another barked.

      The cow chose that moment to release a deep, vibrating moo. The men rode in circles, terribly confused as the sound of their lost heifer came from the distant sky. Xavier waited until he was out of gunshot range to land and whistle for Tàirn.

      “Ugh.” Avery grunted as they landed hard between the trees.

      “Sorry. It’s difficult carryin’ ye both in this form.”

      She smoothed her skirts and wiped sweat from her brow. “Between the gunshots and dangling from a deadly height, I think I’ve had enough excitement for the day. Please tell me breakfast is in my near future.”

      “Just beyond the stream there.” Tàirn galloped to him and he removed his breeches from the saddlebag before pulling them on again. He dropped his invisibility, tied the cow to the saddle, then mounted.

      Avery reached for his hand, but he pulled it away. “Weel?”

      “Well what? Help me mount so we can return to the cottage and eat.”

      “Was it a glory or a pity?”

      Her mouth gaped. “I was too busy praying I wouldn’t fall to my death to notice!”

      He reached his hand down to her and grinned. “A question to be answered another time then.”

      “In your dreams,” she said with a laugh.

      He hoisted her into the saddle in front of him and pulled her firmly against his chest. He didn’t miss the soft sigh she released at the closeness or the way she smelled of clean linen and wisteria. Exquisite. To his surprise, his inner dragon whirled in approval within him.

      He eased Tàirn into a slow walk and they led the cow back to the cottage.
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      She had almost gone blind from the glory of it. Avery leaned against Xavier’s broad chest and tried not to squirm in the saddle. The man had spent two years in an underground dungeon and still looked like an Adonis. A filthy Adonis who smelled like wet earth and desperately needed a bath, but still a model of the masculine form.

      She pictured herself with a soapy sponge in her hand and had to close her eyes against the images her mind conjured. She was more than a little relieved when they reached the cottage and she was able to slide off the horse and put some distance between them.

      “Oh!” She tipped her nose toward the door. “Do you smell that? Food!”

      Just then, Glenna appeared with a bundle in her arms. “Laird Xavier, I’ve brought yer things.” She handed him the package.

      “Whit took ye?” he asked kindly.

      “I had to be careful. He can detect me, ye ken. Nymphs are not unfamiliar to fairies. I’ve had to hide all these years, carefully. He’s got the entire clan lookin’ for both of ye. The stable boy saw Avery. He’s avoiding the fairy hills fur now, but it’s only a matter of time.”

      Xavier nodded and sighed through his nose. “Ye’ll have to go back. Spy on Lachlan. Alert us if he decides to come this way.”

      Avery could tell Glenna had no desire to return to Castle Dunchridhe, but she bowed her head and disappeared. Xavier frowned, clearly hating that he had to send the oread into danger.

      “Breakfast?” Avery asked, thinking a meal would do them both good.

      “In a moment,” he said. “I must tend to something first.” He blinked out of sight.

      She shrugged. “Suit yourself.” She ran up the steps and into the cabin, finding a banquet of food on the table. She ladled porridge into a bowl, topped it with fresh berries and cream, and dug in, nibbling on the meats and cheeses between bites. She poured herself a steaming cup of tea. She would have preferred coffee, but she hadn’t seen any since she arrived. The oats were creamy and delicious and filled her up with warm comfort. By the time she washed down the last bite, she thought she might explode.

      The door opened and Xavier stepped inside. She froze, slowly lowering her teacup to the table. The first thing she noticed was the kilt, a beautiful brown-and-blue tartan kept in place by a leather belt with a dirk at the hip. His shirt was a loose-fitting linen with buttons at the neck, and over it was a vest and jacket in deep blue. But it was his clean-shaven face that arrested her, as well as his hair, which he’d tied back at the base of his neck in a sort of long, masculine ponytail.

      Avery was struck speechless. The man was stunning. She rested her chin on her fist to keep her mouth shut.

      “Have ye left any for me?” he asked, one blue eye winking.

      She leaned back and raised her chin. “Plenty. Might not be as warm as it was.”

      He sat down beside her and loaded a bowl. She fought the urge to stare as he began to eat.

      “Whit does a woman such as yerself do in the outside world?” he asked. “Since ye said ye weren’t a proper lass.” The crooked smile he gave her was almost indecent, and a warm tingle uncurled in her lower belly. She took a sip of tea to loosen her thickening tongue.

      “I work in a pub. I’m a bartender and a waitress.”

      “Ah, a serving wench. No wonder ye speak like a man.”

      “What? I don’t speak like a man!” Heat crept up her neck to her cheeks.

      “Aye, you do. There’s no weakness ta ye. Ye say everything that comes inta yer mind with a fair bit of strong language as well.”

      “I promise you, loads of women in the outside world speak far worse than me. Out there, women are equal to men in almost every way.”

      “Heh?” He scowled.

      “Yes. Most wear pants actually.”

      He looked at her strangely, and she realized that in a land where men wore kilts, that didn’t hold the power she’d hoped it would.

      “Many own their own businesses. My mother owns the pub where I work, and she’s run it on her own for years.”

      He rubbed his smooth jaw. “It’s different, ye say, than here?”

      “More than you know.” She watched him eat for a few minutes, her mind lingering on their talk of the outside world. It reminded her again that she didn’t belong here. She’d already stayed far longer than she’d planned. Raven and the others must be worried sick. She had to convince Xavier to return with her. “I don’t suppose I can change your mind about forgetting Lachlan and going back with me?”

      He shook his head.

      Avery sighed. “Then what’s your plan for taking back Castle Dunchridhe? None of the people remember you, Xavier. How do you plan to take Lachlan on without help?”

      “Aye. The clan is under his control. Ta conquer the castle, we’ll have to kill him first… free them from his hold.”

      “But how do you plan to do that? You could shift and attack the castle in your dragon form, but won’t that be dangerous for the people inside? And if you attack in your human form, won’t you be vulnerable to Lachlan’s tricks and his mind control over his guards?”

      “Aye. And more. Lachlan is immortal, as am I. I can try to tear him apart, but he’ll be very hard to kill, and in the process, he’ll use my people against me. I’m immune to his magic, ye ken. One against one, I’d not be worried. But I’ll not risk ma clan.”

      “But then, how do you intend to kill him?”

      “’Tis the problem, eh? Now that we’ve a place to stay and a brownie to help us, I’ll be usin’ all the tools at my disposal to find a way. I donna suppose ye have a book on ways to kill fairies in that sack of yers?”

      She snorted. “No. You’re on your own.”

      “Aye.”

      Having finished his meal, he stood. “If ye’ll excuse me, I must tend to the horse and the cow.”

      She stood. “Right. Do you need help?”

      He smiled and shook his head. “Nay. Make yerself comfortable. Ye can have the bedroom. I’ll fix myself a bed out here.”

      Avery had been so lost in her thoughts she hadn’t given much consideration to the sleeping arrangements or that the cottage only had one bed. There was no way he would fit on the simple piece of furniture that served as a sofa in this room. Still, somehow they’d have to make do. She nodded, and he turned to leave.

      “Uh, Xavier?”

      “Aye?”

      “Where did you bathe? I’d like to… clean up.” She flipped a piece of her hair between her fingers. She was in desperate need of a bath. She hadn’t even brushed her hair or teeth today.

      “In the river, but I’d say it might be a wee bit cold for ye. Why not make use of the tub?”

      “There’s a tub?” Her eyebrows rose.

      “Aye. Here, I’ll help you with it.” He disappeared out the door and returned with a simple wooden tub that reminded her of the bottom of a large barrel. “I saw it on the porch when I came in. Ye’ll have to haul water from the pump and boil it over the fire, but I ken it’ll be better for ye.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I can help ye if ye wait.”

      At first Avery thought he was being lecherous, offering to help her with her bath, but then she realized he was simply being courteous. It would take several buckets of water to fill the tub and no doubt he assumed that a woman would struggle to do it herself.

      Avery shook her head. “I’m stronger than I look.”

      He tipped his head and flashed her a sideways smile, then slipped out the door.

      Avery placed another log on the fire and dusted her hands. The tub wasn’t going to fill itself. She followed Xavier out the door, found a bucket and the well, and started pumping. The water that flowed was cool and sweet and came easily out of the spout as if it were already primed.

      She wondered if it was this place. The brownie, who still hadn’t reappeared, must have lived here for some time. Nathaniel had said that Mistwood was infused with his magic due to his long-term residence there. Might this property be infused with the brownie’s magic?

      She carried the bucket back to the cabin and poured it into the cauldron near the fire and swung it over the flames. Then she collected another and another, alternating one in the tub and one over the fire, until the water started to boil. She used a wadded towel to carefully tip the boiling water into the cool liquid already in the tub, then tested it for temperature.

      “Perfect.” The tub wasn’t large enough for her to fully stretch out, but it would do. She began the arduous process of unfastening each piece of her clothing, cursing the rigors of eighteenth-century fashion, until finally she pulled her chemise over her head and stepped into the water.

      The tub was deep enough to almost cover her with her knees bent. She leaned her shoulders against the edge and closed her eyes, allowing the heat of the water to soak into her. After a few heavenly moments, she reached for her bag and the small bottles of bathroom sundries she’d stashed away. She’d never used them at the castle, only the homemade soap they’d given her. No better time than the present. She started to scrub and immediately felt better. The welcome scent of modern shampoo wrapped around her, and she bent her knees closer to her chest to sink beneath the water and rinse her hair.

      She broke the surface, wiped the water from her eyes, and came face-to-face with fur and brown eyes. “Ahhhh!” The scream broke her lips before she could stop it.

      The brownie jumped, emitted a high-pitched squeak, and scurried into the bedroom, slamming the door behind him. Avery reached for a towel, her skin dripping on the woven rug, and realized she didn’t have one. She tried to reach for her clothes instead. The door opened. She froze.

      Xavier’s blue eyes locked on her, grew wide, and then he blinked out of sight.

      “It doesn’t help if you’re invisible!” she yelled, her fingers finally finding purchase on her arisaid and pulling it to drape over the top of the tub.

      “I thought it would make ye more comfortable,” Xavier said, blinking back into her field of vision with a roguish smile on his face and a laugh in his voice.

      “Why would it make me more comfortable if you can see me but I can’t see you?” She tugged the cloth higher on her neck.

      He smiled wider. “Well, at least ye can pretend I didna see you as God created ye.”

      Avery stood up, wrapped the tartan around her and stormed toward the bedroom. When she opened the door, the brownie raced past her and hid behind Xavier’s legs.

      “Oh, for the love of all that is holy!” Avery cursed and slammed the door behind her.
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      The woman reminded Xavier of the Mountain—the goddess of the mountain. She reminded him of home. Avery must have fire in her blood the way her blue eyes burned when she countered him with her wit. She wasn’t spoiled, that was certain. Her skin might be as smooth as a Highborn lady’s, but she carried water like a Highland farm girl. She was an enigma.

      Xavier looked down at the brownie hiding behind his legs. “I donna ken whit she’s so up in arms about. Nothin’ ta be ashamed of on that one.”

      The furry man nodded. Xavier carried the tub outside to drain it and then returned it to where he’d found it. Upon reentering the cottage, he heard the bedroom door open. Avery emerged dressed in a blue skirt and a jacket lined in fur with gold stitching. Xavier had spent enough time in the care of oreads to know when a garment was made by the supernatural.

      “Lovely,” he murmured.

      She smiled, running her fingers through her wet hair. “Our furry friend outdid himself. This isn’t just beautiful, it’s functional. Light and soft.”

      “’Tis fairy made,” Xavier said. “I suspect this brownie fancies ye to give ye that.”

      In fact, the brownie was staring at her with such reverence, Xavier wondered if the poor beast didn’t adore the woman something fierce, and didn’t that raise on odd and unexpected ache in his chest? He watched Avery dig in her bag for a hairbrush and draw her long hair over her shoulder to brush out the ends.

      He approached her and reached for the brush. “Allow me.”

      “You’re going to brush my hair?”

      “Aye.” When she made a strange face, he added, “I’ve seen women do this for each other, and since there are na women here, it’s ma duty to fill in.”

      She met his eyes and gave him a little nod, then followed his suggestion to sit on the bench near the fire. The heat would help dry her black locks. He stood behind her and began to run the strange brush through her hair.

      “Whit is this tool constructed of?” he asked. The material was smooth as stone but lighter than wood.

      “Plastic.”

      “Whit’s plastic?”

      She giggled. “It’s a man-made material from the modern world.”

      “Much has changed since I laid the wards.”

      “More than I can explain.”

      The room grew quiet aside from the crackle of the fire and the sound of their breathing.

      “Can I ask ye something, Avery?” He slowed his brushing.

      “Sure.”

      “You’ve a scar across yer chest.”

      She glanced over her shoulder at him. “You saw more than I thought you did.”

      He grunted. “It was above the surface.”

      She smiled softly. “I was robbed at knifepoint. The man cut me when I fought him off.”

      “You fought a man with a dirk? And withoot one yerself? Yer lucky to be alive.”

      She snorted. “Actually, I injured him far worse. Kicked him through a glass countertop. He had to be hospitalized.”

      Xavier couldn’t help but smile at the thought of Avery making a joke of her assailant. “Curaidh.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It’s a Gaelic word for warrior. Ye’ve a warrior’s blood in ye.”

      “You think I’m a warrior?”

      “Aye. Normal women donna rescue dragons by their lonesome.”

      She smiled and looked down at her hands. “I’ve been thinking,” she said. “I understand that you don’t want to come back with me, but Nathaniel would be far more help than I would to take back the castle. Why don’t you fly me out of the ward, and I’ll tell him you need his help? If you made the ward, you should be able to allow him through, right?”

      He brushed her hair from crown to end, marveling at the black shine in the firelight and the scent of wisteria that filled his nose with each swipe. His inner dragon twisted and chuffed. He didn’t want her to go.

      “I can’t.”

      She frowned. “Why not?”

      “The ward was constructed with the strongest magic known to fairy, dragon, and witch. A ward of its size has never been constructed before.”

      “Nathaniel told me. He said he helped you.”

      “Aye. He helped me and yet he can’t pass through it.” Her hair felt like silk and he caught himself running his fingers over it unnecessarily. “Ye will recall the door is straight up. If I fly you out of it, I’ll also have to fly ye to safety, and the risk is, if Lachlan has tampered with the ward, I may na be able to return.”

      “I remember you saying something about that before.”

      “And while I could toss ye through the door, unless there be someone on the other side to catch ye, I’m afraid ye’d fall to your death.”

      She released a deep breath and turned back toward the fire. “I’d rather not be thrown into the void. Yes, I can see now where it’s not a viable plan.”

      He hated the look on her face. Avery was practically a stranger to him, but already she’d proven talented enough to win employment in the castle, cunning enough to fool Lachlan, brave enough to find him in the dungeon, and mysterious enough to somehow free him from his cage. He shouldn’t forget beautiful. She was achingly beautiful and as stubborn as a mule when she wanted to be.

      He drew the brush down the length of her hair once more. “What if we make a pact, ye and I? I need yer help, Avery. You’re the only one I can trust at the moment to help me right this wrong. If ye’ll stay and help me, I promise to take you home just as soon ma sword sets Lachlan’s head to roll.”

      “And if we fail?”

      “Well then, I reckon ye’ll be able to walk out on yer own. If I die, and make no mistake, he’ll have to kill me this time, the wards will fail. You can take Tàirn and ride west. Maybe twenty miles as the crow flies and you’ll pass right through into yer world.”

      She rubbed her thumb against her palm. “I suppose I made my choice when I dropped from Nathaniel’s arms.”

      Guilt tugged at Xavier’s heart. He frowned and set the brush on the bench beside her. “Nay, lass, there is one other way. I can take ye back to the door and use my ring ta try ta open a passage through fur ye. It might work in the spot directly under the gate. Ye see, there is only one door into the builgean because from the outside, that is the only point reachable. But it is a different matter from the inside. If we go ta the ward, I might be able to pass ye through.” He wasn’t sure it would work. If Lachlan had altered the wards, it wouldn’t.

      “But you couldn’t come with me.”

      “No.”

      “And you’d have to face Lachlan alone.”

      “Aye.”

      She turned again to face him. “Are you willing to do that for me?”

      He stared at her long and hard, and the oddest thought popped into his head. Her eyes were blue like his. If they ever had children, the bairns would be blue-eyed and perhaps dark-haired. What an odd thought. He barely knew the woman. Besides, he wasn’t sure dragons and humans could produce young.

      “Aye, for ye I would.”
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      Avery had promised herself she’d stop living her life for others. She’d carried other people’s burdens for too long, first for her sister, then for her mother, and finally for her father. That last one had almost gotten her killed when Aborella, a deadly fairy from Paragon, had used him for her wicked ends. Now Xavier was asking her to help him kill another fairy, one that might be even more dangerous than Aborella.

      Avery had come here to learn who she really was, to do her own thing, have her own adventures. If she stayed and helped Xavier, was she being true to herself? More importantly, after everything that had happened with Aborella, was she willing to face off against a powerful fairy again?

      Only, the more she thought about it, the more her instincts told her to stay. This place and this man challenged her in ways she’d never been challenged before. The way he looked at her now, almost pleading for her help, was dripping with respect and pure unadulterated hope. He needed her. It didn’t hurt that the sight of him made her ovaries quiver either. The man was a piece of art.

      But she couldn’t and wouldn’t stay for him alone. That wasn’t a good enough reason. Her thoughts trailed to the scar still pink along her chest. She wasn’t helpless. When she’d faced Aborella, she hadn’t even known fairies existed, and now, even though she was not blessed with the powers of her sisters, she was here. She had freed Xavier. It made her feel proud, like she’d earned his label for her—warrior. Was she the only one willing and able to help him face Lachlan? If so, she wanted to rise to this challenge. This was who she was, and she would not back down from it.

      “I’ll stay,” she said firmly. “I’ll help you.” The crooked smile he rewarded her with seemed to wrap around her like a blanket, and the heat it produced made everything inside her melt like warm butter on toast. She caught herself staring and looked away. “So where do we start?”

      Xavier cleared his throat. “Well, I hadna quite got that far yet.”

      She gave him a withering look. “You must know that fairies are vulnerable to iron.” She remembered the way Maiara had injured Aborella with a fireplace poker. It hadn’t killed her, but it had weakened her.

      “Aye. But how is it that ye know it?”

      She bobbed her eyebrows. “I’ve been around this Tinker Bell hill before.” She told him about Aborella and Sedona.

      “I ne’er liked that fairy,” he said. “Aborella played an increasin’ role in the palace when I was a bairn. None of us liked her.”

      She nodded in agreement. “So where do we get an iron weapon? What is your sword made of?”

      “Steel. All our weapons are steel. Have been for a century.”

      She sighed. “So we need an antique iron weapon that’s still strong enough to slice off a fairy’s head.”

      “The head. Aye. Even immortals need a head.”

      They both nodded knowingly.

      “Where do you keep ancient weapons? Do you have a museum or something?”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Mostly folks keep their ancestors’ wares.”

      “Should be easy enough. All the people here have been around for generations, right?”

      Xavier rubbed his chin. “In theory, but goin’ door to door askin’ for iron weapons might not serve our cause. Lachlan will have poisoned the clan’s mind about me by now, and Glenna says they’re after ye as well.”

      “Right.” Avery spread her hands. “There must be another way. This shouldn’t be hard. We are literally living in a cottage with a brownie. Shouldn’t one fairy know how to capture another?”

      Xavier raised an eyebrow and muttered something in Gaelic. The brownie appeared by his side. After an exchange of words and squeaks, the furry man led them both to a trunk at the back of the cottage. Avery had noticed the chest before, but it was covered in a musty quilt and a layer of dust. She removed the quilt and a puff of dust rose into the air. She coughed and covered her mouth and nose with her hands.

      Xavier reached down to lift the lid and magic swirled in the air. Avery only recognized it from the time she’d raised the circle with her sister Clarissa. The air grew thick and her skin tingled. The chest vibrated as if there was something alive inside it.

      Xavier lifted the lid.

      “Books!” she said.

      Xavier glanced back at the brownie, and the furry man bowed and then disappeared. “This was not whit I was expectin’.”

      “What were you expecting?”

      “I didna want to scare the fella by askin’ how to murder his kind, ye ken?”

      She nodded.

      “So I asked to learn more about fairies. I wasna expectin’ a library.”

      She selected one of the tomes and opened it. “This is filled with sketches of fairies. All the labels are in Gaelic.”

      He grunted and selected another book, flipping through the pages. “Must be somethin’ here. And it looks like most of them are in English.”

      Avery groaned and tilted her head back. “When I said I would help you, I didn’t know there would be research involved.”

      “Ye donna like books?”

      “Oh, I love to read… fiction. I’m just not much of an academic. School was never really my thing. I mean, certain subjects clicked. Others…”

      “Aye. Ma talents as a young dragon lay more in the fighting pits than the classroom as well.”

      Darkness passed behind his normally bright eyes, and she couldn’t help but wonder at what haunting memories must have caused such an expression. “Did you like fighting?” she asked, closing the book in her hands. The man in front of her was far more interesting than anything within its pages. “Nathaniel said you were the best of any of his siblings.”

      Xavier gave a deep grunt that she interpreted as agreement. “In Paragon, every dragon male is taken to the pits when they’re old enough to hold a weapon. We were no exception. The Highborns entertain themselves by watching their whelps fight.”

      “Highborns—that was the aristocracy, right?”

      He nodded. “Our father, Killian, coached us, but he took special interest in me. Because we were heirs to the throne, our lessons were longer and harder than the others’. Not that it mattered. The other Highborn children were taught never to win against us, just as we were taught never to defeat our eldest brother Marius.”

      “Some of the matches were fixed?”

      “Aye. They were, although it was an unspoken rule. A confusing one at that for a bairn who didn’t know the why of it. I remember one match when I rebelled and let a male from a lower caste win. He broke my arm and my wing. I crawled to Killian, injured and in the worst pain I’d ever felt, and he picked me up and sent me back into the pit.”

      Avery’s stomach turned. “He made you fight injured?”

      “Aye. ‘Donna come out until ye’ve won,’ he said. And I dinna. I pummeled my opponent bloody. Couldn’t move for a week afterward.”

      The idea of a young Xavier fighting for his life in the pit gave Avery a chill. She opened her mouth to say something and couldn’t find the words. In the end, she gave up on trying and looked down at the books in her hand.

      Xavier reached in and picked up another tome. “So…”

      She sighed. “All right. Well, I guess we should get started… reading… these old books.” She rocked back on her heels.

      “Would ye like a whisky to dull the pain?” He gave her that charming, crooked smile.

      “That’ll work.”

      She settled into a chair at the table while he fetched a bottle and two glasses from the stash of supplies the brownie had provided. He poured them both a healthy dose and sat down across from her. She opened the book and began reading a painstakingly detailed account of the first fairy sightings in Scotland. She sipped her whisky.

      “Are we ever going to talk about the fact you saw me naked, or are we going to pretend it didn’t happen?” she asked, not looking up from the text.

      “Which da ye prefer?”

      “How much did you see?” When he didn’t answer right away, her eyes flicked up to his.

      He sipped his whisky and flashed that crooked smile again. “Enough I’m lucky not to ’ave gone blind from the glory of it.”
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      It had been six days since Aborella had been rescued from a hole in the ground, and she was feeling more herself than she had in months. Her skin had regained its deep purple hue, and her limbs had grown back enough that she could walk around the cottage, albeit with a limp. Both her wings were healed as well, and they fluttered often as she inspected every corner of the cottage at every opportunity.

      She’d been careful to use her regained magic to hide her identity. To others, her skin appeared a deep rose color and her normally silver eyes sparkled green as new spring leaves. Perhaps the only thing that remained truly hers was her platinum hair. That at least occurred frequently enough in the regular fairy population to not give away her identity.

      “Will you take part in the waning ceremony?” Dianthe mixed another batch of cookies in a giant bowl on the counter. The woman’s oven was always on as far as Aborella could tell. She was a baking machine, a goddess of home and hearth. “You seem well.”

      “I think so.” Aborella hadn’t left the cottage since arriving here and was looking forward to a change of scenery. Plus she hoped the opportunity would arise for Dianthe to introduce her to additional Defenders of the Goddess.

      “We haven’t talked much about what happens next, but I’m assuming you’ll want to make a fresh start. I’ve talked with Briar Blackcliff at the mill, and he said he has a job for you if you’re not opposed to working on the line. It’s not hard work collecting pollen, but it is repetitive. If you go tonight, I can introduce you.”

      Although her initial reaction was to sneer at the idea—the High Sorceress of Paragon reduced to collecting pollen for fairy food production?—an unexpected longing filled her. The idea that she might start anew, leading a simple life like this one, a life where she might grow to have relationships based on basic kindnesses, gave her an unwelcome warm feeling behind her ribs. She cast it aside and focused on the task at hand.

      “Will other members of the Defenders of the Goddess be there? Everything you’ve told me about the DOGs has convinced me it’s where I need to be. I’d love to become more involved.”

      “Now that Sylas is back, he’s reconnecting with the leaders from the other five kingdoms. We need to be careful right now. He’s a fugitive. One wrong move could land him back in the dungeons of Paragon. It will be some time before we meet with other DOGs again.” Dianthe rested her spoon against the side of the bowl and lowered her eyes as if she were reciting a silent prayer.

      They’d been here before. Dianthe had spent hours explaining the rebellion to Aborella, but without any real details the fairy sorceress could act upon. In short, each of the five kingdoms had a network of DOG sympathizers, but members never used their real identities. Instead, they each went by a code that was constantly changing and had to do with their rank in the organization rather than their specific person. Sylas was currently Everfield, red zone, number one. ERO for short. For the two years he was imprisoned, someone else had served as the ERO.

      This was why the kingdom of Paragon could not squash the rebellion. It was like a hydra—cut one head off and another would take its place. And the more Aborella learned about the movement, the more she was convinced that the five kingdoms were crawling with rebels.

      The saddest part was she had to acknowledge the DOGs had a point. She’d learned from Dianthe that more than half of what Everfield produced was collected by Paragon as a tax. The remaining half had to feed, clothe, and shelter the population. Many shop owners attempted to hide a portion of their production to help needy families, but the Obsidian Guard had cracked down recently. Random raids now occurred with common frequency, and if the Guard found any undeclared property, the punishment was immediate beheading.

      Sometimes illegal activity wasn’t even necessary to draw the Guard’s attention. She’d learned of several fairies who had been tormented by the Guard for sport. Had Dianthe not been the one to tell her that, Aborella might have thought it was a lie. But the fairy had been brutally honest from the beginning and shared specifics that made Aborella’s blood run cold.

      At first Aborella wondered if Eleanor was aware of what was going on or if the Highborn class had orchestrated the tactics without her knowledge. But the more she thought of it, the more she was sure Eleanor was behind the crackdown and likely condoning the raids. Her entire purpose was always to unite the kingdoms under herself by any means. What better way than to create such mass poverty as to break the individual governments and force them to accept her offer to join Paragon, the only remaining truly prosperous kingdom?

      A tug deep in her torso stole her breath, and she rubbed her chest. She was struck by a sudden and overwhelming urge to return to the Obsidian Palace. Was it her second sight warning her of danger in Everfield? No. As she examined the strange sensation, she chalked it up to apprehension. Despite what Eleanor had done to her, the empress would be unhappy if she discovered where Aborella had been this past week. The feeling in her gut was undoubtedly her body warning her that the longer she stayed in Everfield, the greater the risk that Eleanor would discover she was missing and punish her for it. She was relieved when the feeling faded.

      “I’ll take the job. I’d love to go tonight and to meet Briar,” Aborella said. After all, she couldn’t go back to Paragon without something, anything, to buy her way back into Eleanor’s good graces. She needed more information, and speaking with this mill operator might buy her that.

      “Excellent.” Dianthe’s grin was warm and genuine. She handed the bowl to Aborella. “Now help me shape these into moons for tonight.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Xavier was having trouble keeping his mind on his book. It was Avery—her scent, her spitfire spirit, the way she bit her thumbnail gently as she read. It wasn’t a simple attraction. His dragon had taken an unparalleled interest in her, prompting him to watch her when he should have his eyes on the words in front of him. Everything about her was intriguing, including the mystery of her relationship with his family. She knew more about them than he did at the moment.

      “I think I found something!” Avery’s eyes flicked up, and he pretended to be reading instead of watching her as he had been.

      “Oh?”

      “Listen to this. There was this blacksmith named Alasdair MacEachern who had a son named Neil. His wife was dead, so he was raising Neil on his own. This guy lived near a fairy knoll, and so he always hung a rowan branch over his cottage door to keep the fairies from stealing Neil because he was such an adorable young bairn—I guess that means child, right?”

      Xavier nodded.

      “Anyway, one day when Neil was around thirteen, Alasdair, who was a blacksmith, had to travel a distance to deliver his wares to a customer. He told Neil to replace the rowan branch above the door before bed. But Neil got distracted and didn’t. And guess what? The fairies took him.”

      “Hmm.” Xavier rubbed his chin. “And I suppose they replaced him with a changeling like Lachlan. There are many stories like that.”

      “But that’s not the end of this story. Alasdair, suspecting his son had been replaced with a changeling, visited a wise woman in the hills who was suspected of being a witch. She confirmed his fears and helped him get his son back.”

      “How’d he do it?”

      “First he had to burn the changeling in a massive fire with some magic words, which is clearly disturbing considering the thing looked like his son. But he did it and the creature went up in smoke.”

      Xavier scoffed. “I think it will take more than fire and a few magic words to rid this world of Lachlan.”

      “I’m not suggesting you burn him. There is more to this story, Xavier. The witch told Alasdair to take a bible, a sword, and a crowing cock by the light of the full moon to the fairy knoll, where Alasdair used those three items to trick the fairies and rescue his son.”

      Xavier narrowed his eyes. “A bible—”

      “—never mind. I have no idea. The cock completely threw me off. Anyway, he got the boy back, his real son!”

      “Oh?”

      “Only, the kid had completely lost his ability speak.” Her eyes widened.

      Xavier sipped his whisky.

      “Later, that boy Neil, who’d apprenticed under his father as a blacksmith, forged an iron sword for the chief of his clan, a one of a kind fairy-killing blade. Here’s the important part… Neil had remembered how to do it from his time among the fairies.”

      “Are ye suggesting the blade was forged with fairy magic?”

      “Yes. Forging that fairy blade broke the curse over his tongue, and Neil began to speak again. As soon as he said his first words, all memories of the fairylands left him, but he still had that one blade. It says here that Neil was never able to forge another weapon of its kind but that the chief of his clan never lost a battle so long as he used that sword. It was nicknamed murtair sídh.”

      “Fairy killer,” Xavier translated.

      “If this is real, this blade could kill Lachlan.” Avery slapped her hand down on the page. “Is there any chance the sword is here? In the builgean?”

      Xavier stood and paced. “Clan MacEachern originally hails from the Isle of Islay, but over the generations they’ve mixed with the Campbells. A few of their descendants live here, near the loch. They have a preference for water, ye ken. It’s possible they’d have the sword. It would have been something their clan would wish to secure from the British, and there’d be nowhere safer to hide it than here.”

      “Excellent. Where do they live? Let’s go ask them.”

      He chuckled. “We canna simply rush up to their door and ask if they have a magic sword. For one, Lachlan probably has them brainwashed against me. If they see me, they may attack or report back to Lachlan.”

      “So I’ll go. I’ll…” She drummed her fingers on the table. “I’ll pretend to be a mother who has lost her baby daughter to the fairies and has it on good authority that they have a weapon that can help get her back.”

      He narrowed his eyes on the woman. “It’s frightening how fast ye came up with that, lass. I damn near believe ye, and I ken it’s not true.”

      She gave him a toothy grin.

      “But remember, Glenna said Lachlan has put out the word to look for ye as well.”

      “Even if Lachlan produces a sketch of me to pass around, what are the chances it would have made it to the MacEacherns’ already? It can’t be very good. We were in the same room only a handful of times. I have new clothes. I’ll cover my hair. I doubt anyone will recognize me. And if they do, I’ll scream and you can come and rescue me.”

      “It’s a good plan, lass, but I have a better one. I’ll disguise maself, and we’ll go together. It will be more believable for a couple to be seekin’ their bairn.”

      “How far is it?”

      “About a half day’s ride.”

      Avery nodded. “We’ll leave first thing tomorrow then.”
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      That night, after a morning of cattle rustling, hauling a dozen buckets of water for her bath, hours of studying old books, and more than her share of whisky, Avery should have been bone tired. But she tossed and turned in the bed, unable to think of anything other than Xavier, asleep on the floor in the main room. Was he comfortable? It was a cold night, but her thick blanket kept her warm and cozy. Dragons didn’t get cold of course, but she couldn’t help fantasizing about what it might feel like to snuggle in beside him and share the mattress.

      She pushed that last thought out of her head. She’d only known the dragon for two days, and she was not the type of woman to rush into a physical relationship. But damn if she didn’t understand now what her sister had experienced with Gabriel. The crush Avery had on Xavier was positively distracting. Only the memory of him brushing her hair eventually lulled her to sleep.

      In the morning, she woke to the sound of footsteps on the weathered boards of the cottage’s porch and the glow of diffuse light shining through the window sheers. She peeked out and saw Xavier serving the brownie a bowl of milk that the little man lapped up ferociously until there was cream soaking his whiskers all the way to his ears. The brownie served the one who fed him. If they wanted the fairy’s allegiance, it was paramount that they take care of him.

      The cool morning air gave her a chill, and she dressed quickly, brushing her waves into a bun high on her head. She would never again take central heating for granted. She wrapped her arisaid around her before leaving the room. A wave of guilt hit her when she saw Xavier’s plaid and a pillow in front of the fire. Even the brownie’s simple bed was better appointed. She decided at once that she’d offer to switch places with him that night. Every other night in the bed was more than fair.

      “Good, ye’re up. Have a wee bit of breakfast and we’ll be on our way. The brownie found ye some of that coffee ye mentioned before, although I tried a bit and I don’t understand all the fuss.”

      “You got me coffee?” Avery ran to the brownie and kissed him roughly on the head.

      He gave a little squeak and disappeared. Xavier cocked an eyebrow as she poured herself a mug of the hot brown beverage and added some of the fresh cream Xavier hadn’t fed the brownie, along with a spoonful of honey since sugar wasn’t on the breakfast table. She closed her eyes and took a fortifying gulp.

      “I ne’er thought I’d be jealous of a mug,” he said, giving her a wink. “You look like ye’ve found ecstasy.”

      Her cheeks warmed. “Would you like to try it? I think it’s better like this, with milk and something sweet.”

      He approached and took the mug from her, then proceeded to take a sip from the precise spot where her lips had been. For the entire time he drank, he never took his eyes off her. It was absolutely the hottest thing she’d ever experienced, and she squirmed in her chair. She cleared the thickness that had formed in her throat.

      “Do you like it?” she squeaked.

      He made a deep masculine sound. “Vera much. Yer right, it is sweeter that way.” He handed her back the mug, his crooked grin doing delicious things to her insides. She released a breath when he looked away and said, “Enjoy it. I’m not sure where our friend obtained it exactly, but it isna a popular beverage here.”

      She looked at him quizzically. “How is it here at all? It can’t have been a popular beverage here when the ward went up, and anyway, it tastes fresh.”

      “It is fresh. Before Lachlan, I used to send a brave man or two outside the builgean every few years ta bring back news of the world and a few things we didna produce. When coffee became popular on the outside, we established a few of the plants on the hills behind the castle, right beside the valley of tea.”

      Avery laughed awkwardly. “Coffee and tea can’t grow here. It’s too cold.”

      He gave her a heart-melting, crooked grin and popped a corner of toast in his mouth. “It only takes a bit of magic. ’Tis another reason Lachlan canna kill me. Even if he could somehow replace ma magic in the wards and keep them up, ’tis my power in the ground and in the water that keeps the sheep fat and the cows heavy with milk. The builgean wouldna be sustainable after ma death.”

      Avery remembered Nathaniel’s orange tree. Clarissa had bought him the plant for his birthday many years ago, and the tree still thrived despite its incompatibility with the environment. Dragon magic was a powerful thing.

      “These days, there’s only one man who produces coffee from the beans for the few who drink it.”

      “Mmm. I’ll savor every sip.” She took another gulp, then ate quickly and finished every drop of the coffee before grabbing her bag and joining Xavier outdoors.

      He helped her onto Tàirn, where she pretended not to notice how good it felt to tuck herself into his chest. They set off toward the loch.

      “Avery…” When he said her name, drawing it out and rolling the R, it sent electric butterflies fluttering free inside her. “I’d like to know more about ye. Why is it that Nathaniel sent ye specifically?” His soft voice was filled with sharp curiosity. “Why not a member of the Order of the Dragon?”

      “That’s a good question,” Avery said. “For one, the witches and wizards of the order don’t know everything that happened like I do. Nathaniel has many secrets from them even if they do know he’s a dragon. Besides, although they’re human, they’ve been imbued with this magic. It’s questionable whether they could cross through the gate. Two, the only other human who would be capable of answering all your questions is Nick, and he’s mated to Rowan.”

      “My sister is mated as well?”

      “Yes. And Nathaniel didn’t think she’d do well with the separation.”

      “Aye. A mated dragon has an innate need to keep their mate safe. She wouldna know if he was safe here. It would drive her mad.”

      “Yes. That’s what he said. But in the end, I think his asking me had more to do with the cards.”

      “The cards?”

      “The tarot cards. I was staying with Nathaniel. This is a long story actually.” She combed her fingers through the base of the horse’s mane and wondered how much she should tell him about herself.

      “We have plenty of time.”

      “For you to understand, I have to start at the beginning.”

      When he was silent, she continued. “I was born in Michigan.” She realized he probably wouldn’t know where that was and added, “That’s a state in what is now America.”

      “I know the Americas,” he said. “Although most I know who tried to go there did not come to a pretty end.”

      She narrowed her eyes, trying to remember her history. “It’s better now than when you raised the wards. Established.”

      “Aye.”

      “My sister Raven and I had an ideal childhood there until I turned ten and our grandparents passed away within a month of one another. Grandpa went first. Caught some kind of virus and pneumonia. Once he was gone, Grandma didn’t want to live anymore, and she simply followed him home. My mother said she died in her sleep.”

      “I am sorry.”

      “Oh, uh, the death itself wasn’t hard for me. We weren’t close to my grandparents. They lived in New Orleans, quite a distance from where we lived, and we rarely visited. But the strange thing was that their pub, the Three Sisters, was left to my mother.”

      “Why is that strange?”

      “Because I have an uncle—my mother’s older brother—and he, for all intents and purposes, was closer to my grandparents, but there’s this very strange matriarchal family tradition in my family. All the women keep the family name, and the pub specifically has always been owned only by the daughters Tanglewood.”

      “Tanglewood?”

      “That’s my last name. My, er, surname, Tanglewood. Tanglewood was my mother’s last name, and her mother’s last name, and her mother’s mother’s last name.”

      “Aye. Like for the males here.”

      “Yes. So, when I was ten and Raven was nine, my mother took over the Three Sisters. Our parents moved us to New Orleans in the dead of summer. It was hard on all of us. But for me, the move was devastating. I was already this terribly awkward sixth grader who had to leave all her friends behind. At a time when I was self-conscious about my appearance, the humidity made my hair frizz and all my favorite school clothes were wrong for the weather. I was dreadfully unhappy, but I couldn’t complain about it because my parents were completely overwhelmed with learning the new business.”

      “You didn’t want to be a burden?”

      “Right. I endured. I made new friends. And, of course, I had Raven. She was the only friend I brought with me from my childhood, and we became as close as two sisters could be. And then, in high school, she got cancer.”

      “Whit is cancer?”

      “It’s this disease where these tumors grow inside your body. Sometimes the doctors can stop it and sometimes they can’t. At first Raven went into remission—that’s what they call it when the medicine works. She graduated and attended university on a scholarship.”

      “Were ye also at university, bein’ that ye were the older sibling?”

      “No. I never got to go.” Avery concentrated on keeping her voice from betraying her disappointment. Whenever she spoke about not going to college, her insecurity reared its ugly head, and yet again she wondered if she’d missed out on an important rite of passage. “The year I graduated from high school, my parents asked me to take a gap year. Raven was sick, and they wanted me close to home. To be honest, I wouldn’t have left anyway. And then when she got better, we knew her remission was probably temporary and my parents needed help at the Three Sisters. I pretended I didn’t want to go to college and stayed at home to help in the pub so that my sister could have the experience while she could.”

      “Ye sacrificed yerself for her happiness.”

      Avery winced but was quick to clarify. “I wouldn’t call it a sacrifice. At the time, I thought I’d have my chance. And to be honest, I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do or be. But then Raven’s cancer returned. My father couldn’t tolerate the stress that brought on our family, and he divorced my mother. After that happened, any thought of moving on dissolved in the destitution of huge medical bills and my mother’s desperation to keep the pub, which had been in her family since the 1700s, solvent.”

      “Do you resent it, that ye didn’t get the experiences yer sister did?”

      “I didn’t at first. To be honest, I never loved school, and the traditional college experience maybe wasn’t for me. But I do resent that I never even stopped to think about what I wanted. That’s not on anyone else, just me. One year led into the next and I simply kept going, never really thinking about what I was doing at all, only that I was doing it for my family.

      “And then, like a miracle, Raven got better. Gabriel fed her his tooth and healed her.” Avery shook her head, still awed by how everything had happened for her sister. “Afterward, you’d think something would’ve changed, but it didn’t. I was still doing the same things, only now there wasn’t a purpose in it. Gabriel paid off her medical bills. My mother’s business recovered. My father moved on with his life. And I still worked at the Three Sisters. I still hadn’t stopped to think what I wanted to do, so I kept doing what I’d always done.”

      She looked down at her fingers as they threaded into the horse’s mane. “I just woke up one day and realized I wanted to live for me.”

      “Aye.” His chin brushed the side of her head as he nodded. “I remember feeling a similar way in Paragon about our royal duties. I would ne’er be king, yet every wakin’ moment I was forced ta train for the crown. Train in the pits I told ye about. It was tradition there, one of the many royal duties expected of us despite all the honor going ta Marius as the firstborn. I suppose I shouldna have minded. In the end, he lost his head for it.”

      “I heard. But then you ended up here, ruling your clan. I guess it turned out okay for you, aside from being captured and imprisoned by an evil fairy.” She chuckled darkly.

      “That one thing, yes, hasna gone my way.” They both laughed together. “I suppose it’s been lonely a time or two as well. Aside from ma Glenna, I’ve had ta watch friends come and go. Human lives are short.”

      As a human herself, Avery frowned at that. Her life was short. She wished she knew what to do with it.

      “Nathaniel told me you were married once. Do you miss her?”

      For a long time, Xavier didn’t speak. Avery wondered if she’d dredged up bad memories. She considered apologizing and suggesting he didn’t have to give her any details. But he sighed and answered in a soft, even voice.

      “No. I never loved her properly. Truth is, Jane was mentally unfit, which is why her father put her in ma care. I tried, ye ken. I protected her up until the day she… fell from her window. I never loved her though, and our marriage was in name only.”

      “Oh.” Avery silently chastised her heart for giving a little leap. What kind of sicko was happy about a man living out a loveless marriage that ended in his wife’s probable suicide? Her, that’s who. Some part of her wanted Xavier, and the idea he’d loved someone else enough to marry them had been a pinprick deep inside her heart. No matter how much her brain told her it was a nonsense thing to think, she secretly wanted to be Xavier’s first and only love.

      Avery shut her mouth to keep from blurting out her inappropriate feelings. Silence descended as Tàirn’s hooves thunked against the trail.

      Finally Xavier cleared his throat and spoke again. “How did you end up here? You said it was because of Nathaniel’s tarot cards?”

      “Ah, yes.” She swallowed. “Nathaniel read my cards and told me that I was a caterpillar who had already made itself a cocoon and if I returned to New Orleans, I wouldn’t do so as a caterpillar but as a butterfly who had cut off its own wings.”

      “Oh. If that ain’t a punch in the gut.”

      She laughed. “I know, right? At first I was really shaken by it. But then I realized the cards were showing me the truth. I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do with my life, and everyone around me was pushing me this way and that. Nathaniel wanted me to work in his bookstore. His mate, Clarissa, wanted me to be her personal assistant. My mother offered me a huge promotion to return to the Three Sisters. And the truth was, I didn’t want any of it. But if I chose one of those things, I knew it would keep me from what I was meant to do.”

      “This was an escape for ye?”

      “Yes, in a way.” Avery’s heart beat faster. Was she really doing this? Was she going to tell him the truth? Maybe it was the rhythm of the trail or the warm press of him against her back, but the words flowed out of her like tugged ribbon. “I saw your portrait hanging in Nathaniel’s house, and I… well, I wanted to meet you. I know that sounds insane. There was just something about it. I wanted to be the one to find you, so I volunteered.”
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      A buzz traveled through Xavier’s blood as if he’d swallowed strong whisky. Had he heard her correctly? She’d volunteered to come for him, curious after seeing his portrait? That would indicate an attraction. Could it be that the lass experienced the same heat in her blood when she looked at him as when he looked at her? His dragon stirred at the thought, and he inhaled deeply of her wisteria-and-linen scent.

      With his nose close to her ear, he asked, “Da ye regret comin’ now that the task before ye is more than ye expected?”

      “No,” she squeaked, turning her head so that her mouth was close to his.

      He was suddenly and completely aware of her presence between his thighs. He shifted in the saddle, uncomfortable as his body responded to her nearness.

      “I don’t regret coming. This is the most alive I’ve felt in some time.”

      “Aye.” He tightened his hold on her waist, and she leaned into him as they rode.

      It was late afternoon by the time they arrived at the MacEacherns’, and he helped her down from Tàirn. He’d changed his appearance as they’d approached the cottage, and now Xavier watched the corner of Avery’s mouth twitch as she took in his balding head, bulbous nose, and soft belly. He’d taken three inches off his height as well, adjusting his clothing with the illusion to appear as a common farmer.

      He helped Avery cover her hair and smudged her cheeks with a bit of dirt but found it hard to believe the disguise would fool anyone. The woman would look like a queen in a grain sack.

      “What’s wrong?” she whispered.

      “Hmm? Nothin’ but that it takes effort to make ye look common.” He smudged more dirt on her other cheek. He caught her trying to hide a smile. “Try not to draw attention to yerself.”

      She nodded, then shifted her gaze toward the water. Avery blinked at the overcast loch edged in fog. “What do you call this place?”

      “This is Loch Seinn. Ned MacEachern is one of the few souls brave enough to live this close to the fairy hills. As I recall, he’s a wee bit odd. Makes his livin’ as a fisherman.”

      “I can handle odd.”

      A wide dirt path led up to the stone house with its thatched roof. Three goats met them at the door, noses sniffing curiously, and then bleated and pranced off to more important adventures. Behind the house, the water lapped against a rocky shore.

      Xavier rapped on the front door and waited.

      A few words of Gaelic filtered through the wood, and then a woman with pale skin and large brown eyes opened the door. “Can I help ye?”

      “I hope so,” Xavier said in a voice that was not his own. “My wife and I heard the great-great-great-grandson of Neil MacEachern lived here. We have an important question for him, if he’s willing to speak with us, and some whisky for the both of you as a way of sayin’ thanks.” He extended the brown bottle he’d brought from the brownie’s cottage toward her.

      “Aye, well, ye better be comin’ in then. He’s tending the horse in the stable. Fergus, go and fetch your father.” She slapped the shoulder of a dark-haired boy who was whittling something near the fire, and he dropped what he was doing and ran out the door.

      The air inside the cottage was close and warm, and Xavier folded his hands politely.

      “Would ye like some tea? Have you come a long way?”

      “Aye, vera kind of ye,” Xavier said.

      Moments later, cups in hand and gathered around the table, they were joined by a stoic gray-haired man who greeted them politely but only sat reluctantly at his wife’s pleading.

      “Are you Ned MacEachern?” Xavier asked. They’d agreed in advance that he’d do the talking, considering Avery had lost Nathaniel’s magic and her accent might cause suspicion.

      “Aye. Who’s asking?”

      “I’m Oliver and this is Elsbeth from Clan MacTavish,” he said. “We need yer help.”

      Ned narrowed his eyes. “MacTavish, you say? I thought I knew every MacTavish from our kirk?”

      “We’re not from Cnocmeall but Gleansrath Kirk.”

      “Gleansrath. You have come a long way. Whatever can we do for ye?”

      “My wife, Elsbeth, and I have recently lost a child.”

      “Oh, I am terribly sorry ta hear that. Sometimes the Lord’s will is hard ta understand.”

      Xavier shook his head. “’Twas not the Lord’s will. The fairies stole her. Stole her right from our home and took her to the land of light.”

      Upon hearing that, Mrs. MacEachern went perfectly still while Ned gasped and crossed himself. “May the Lord protect us all from such a fate. Ye ’ave my sympathy.”

      “Yer sympathy is kind, but what we need is yer help.”

      The man studied Xavier, then laughed long and hard. “What power do ye think I might have over fairy folk? I canna help ye with that. No one can help ye.”

      Mrs. MacEachern reached for her tea and took a long sip, her shifting eyes betraying her. She had a secret. Xavier kept his eyes on her as he asked, “Is it true ye are the great-great-great-grandson of Neil MacEachern?”

      “Aye.”

      “We have it on good authority that Alasdair once saved his son Neil from the fairies and that son produced a sword that could be used against the wee folk. Please, we need that sword ta get our wee bairn back.”

      Ned scoffed and shook his head. “Ye’ve been told wrong. That myth was the raving story of a madman. Even the family dinna believe it.”

      “But you have the sword?” Xavier leaned across the table toward the man, willing him to turn the weapon over.

      “Your reliable source shoulda told ye that Alasdair was a blacksmith. He made many swords, and aye, some of them are still around. Some may even be in ma possession. But I’m not of the mind to be handin’ them out to any stranger that comes ta ma door.”

      “I will pay ye handsomely for it.”

      “I dinna have it, I said, and even if I did, I would not give it to ye.”

      Xavier’s fists clenched. Perhaps the man needed more incentive to cooperate. He reached for his dirk.

      “Mrs. MacEachern,” Avery said in a voice as sweet as honeycomb and sounding almost as local as he did. “I can see ye are well familiar with whit it’s like to love a bairn.” Avery’s voice cracked, and a tear carved its way down her face. She reached out and held the woman’s hand. “I ken it seems that an old sword will be useless against the evil that ravaged our small family. Gwendolyn was our only bairn after so many years of tryin’.”

      Avery’s tone was so bereft a lump formed in Xavier’s throat despite his knowing she was making the entire thing up. Even with his abilities to cloak himself in illusion, he wondered if Avery’s talent at deception might be superior.

      Mrs. MacEachern tilted her head in sympathy. “Loss is somethin’ I ken well.”

      For some reason, that made Ned irate. He stood from his chair and slapped his wife in a way that shocked Xavier to the core. He rose and placed himself between Ned and his wife, fists raised. The look he gave the man made it clear he did not approve. But before the two could come to blows, Avery’s hand landed on his arm, and all the anger seemed to drain out of him.

      “Please, we dinna come here to fight,” she said.

      Ned eyed them both with disgust. “I gave ye yer answer. Finish yer tea and get outta ma house.” He gave one last look of warning to his poor wife before leaving the cottage in a huff.

      “What was that about?” Avery asked breathlessly.

      His wife spoke in a voice as soft as a whisper. “I can get ye the sword.”

      Avery leaned toward her. “I promise ye, we will return it once we’ve tried… tried everything there is to try to get my Gwendolyn back.” Her hand squeezed the woman’s. “Please, I beg of ye, just one week. If ye lend me the sword for one week, whatever happens, I will accept it as God’s will and return it to ye here right after. Please. What mother could forgive herself for not tryin’ everythin’?”

      The woman lowered her chin and stared at Xavier as if she could see straight into his dragon heart. “I will give ye the sword and ye can keep it for all I care, but ye must do something for me first.”

      Xavier frowned. There was something strange about this woman, not the least of which was how little she’d reacted when her husband had slapped her. “Whit is it ye want?”

      She pointed a finger toward a ladder near the back of the cottage. “There’s a box upstairs. Bring me what’s inside it, and I will tell ye where the sword is.”

      Tentatively, Xavier rose and moved across the room, his eyes darting back to the woman and to Avery, who rose and followed him. He climbed the ladder and peered into a short loft above the main part of the house. He had to crawl into the space, which was just big enough for a child. A mattress on the floor with a mass of blankets seemed to indicate this was in fact where their child slept.

      Avery climbed the ladder behind him. “Do you see a box?” she whispered.

      “Aye.” He’d found it in plain sight at the back of the room.

      “Well?” Avery whispered.

      “It’s made of iron.” A tingle ran along his spine.

      “So?”

      “So why can’t the woman retrieve it herself?” He looked back at Avery. There was only one reason someone would hide something inside an iron box.

      Avery shook her head. “Who cares? Give her what she wants so we can get the sword and get out of here before her husband comes back and takes away our only chance.”

      Fairies couldn’t touch iron without being burned, and they were close to the fairy hills. Was it possible Ned’s wife was one of the wee folk? He shook his head. She looked human, and they had a child. Perhaps the box was simply locked and the woman needed him to open it. He lifted the lid. Not locked, and what he saw inside made him revisit his earlier hypothesis.

      Avery appeared beside him. She must have given up on waiting at the top of the ladder. “What is that? It looks like a fur coat.”

      “’Tis a fur coat. She’s a selkie.” Xavier scowled. This was a dilemma. “MacEachern has this in an iron box so she can’t touch it.”

      A distinct line appeared between Avery’s eyes. “Selkie… Those are the seal people who shed their skin.” She gasped. “Are you telling me that the woman downstairs is being held here against her will because that asshole who beats her and wouldn’t even consider helping us has her skin in an iron box?”

      Xavier raised his eyebrows. “She’s his wife. We can’t give it to her. She’ll leave him and return to the sea!”

      “The hell we can’t.” Avery grabbed the skin out of the box and crawled toward the ladder, her skirts bunched around her waist.

      “Wait! Ye donna ken the way things are!” Xavier whispered loudly. He tried to catch her, but even disguised as a smaller man, his larger size slowed him in the cramped space.

      Avery lowered herself onto the ladder with surprising grace. “All I need to know is that a shifter, just like you, is enslaved here against her will with a domestic abuser. Even if she wasn’t going to give us the location of the sword, I’d give this back to her.” She shook the skin righteously and descended into the room below.

      “Damn pigheaded woman,” Xavier murmured and hurried after her.
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      Avery charged into the main room of the cottage and watched the woman’s dark brown eyes grow to a size befitting her seal form. She lunged for the skin.

      Avery dodged to the side and held the pelt over the fire. “First the sword.”

      Xavier entered the room with his hands outstretched toward the selkie.

      “Keep your promise and I’ll keep mine.”

      “Aye, I will. But be warned, Ned is no ordinary fisherman. He’s an expert swordsman from a long line of weaponsmiths. He practices two hours a day, every day. If ye take that blade, ye better run before he gets wind of whit ye done.”

      “I understand.” Xavier nodded.

      “Move those stones aside.” The selkie gestured toward the wall that surrounded the fireplace.

      Xavier followed the woman’s gaze to a spot above the mantel and jiggled the stones. One large piece of masonry came away from the wall with a tooth-vibrating scrape. Avery turned her head for half a second to see what was there, and the pelt was torn from her hands. She turned back to see the woman running for the door with it.

      “Fuck!”

      “I’m afraid ye not only cost Ned a wife but poor Fergus a mother,” Xavier said sadly.

      “How can you say that after the way he slapped her?” Avery stared at him, absolutely appalled.

      He grunted. “There’s what’s right and then what is. The selkie will not come back, not even for her son. Ye’ve saved the selkie but orphaned the boy.”

      She frowned and pointed her chin toward the mantel. “Please tell me there is actually a sword behind that stone.”

      “Donna worry. It’s here.”

      She watched him reach into the hole in the stone and withdraw a dusty length of leather. He drew a sword from the scabbard, an iron blade, black as night and etched with strange symbols. The blade enchanted her, and although she couldn’t actually hear anything, she could have sworn the sword was singing. Its voice seemed to vibrate against her skin.

      “Whit’re ye doin’?” Xavier asked when her hand landed above his on the hilt.

      “I want to hold it.”

      “It’s heavy. I have it.”

      “Just once. I… I need to.”

      Xavier gave her a strange look. She never had a chance to hold the blade.

      The door swung open and Ned MacEachern stormed in, his own sword in hand. “Ye cost me ma wife!”

      He lunged at Xavier, who thrust her out of the way and blocked the attack with Fairy Killer. The metal sparked where it connected.

      “Run, Avery,” Xavier ordered. “I’m right behind you.”

      She ran for the door and toward the place where Tàirn waited. Xavier burst out after her, dueling with Ned, who was clearly a master swordsman. Ned advanced and Xavier retreated toward the shore of the loch.

      Everything stopped when a voice, hollow and mournful, rang out from the water. Avery saw the head of a seal bobbing on the waves, and behind her, the wild red hair of a woman with a crown of seashells. The woman embraced the selkie, then opened her mouth and sang. The melody reverberated around her, its sad and mournful tune causing Avery’s heart to ache. She didn’t understand the words, but the power that wrapped around her told its own story. The song, she sensed, was a tale about how her friend had been stolen from her and now returned, and the emotion behind every note brought Avery to tears.

      The song’s effect on Ned was far more dramatic. The man abruptly stopped dueling Xavier and dropped his sword. Face blank, he turned on his heel and strode directly toward the water’s edge.

      He didn’t stop there. He walked right into the water, knee deep, then waist, then chest.

      “Ned!” Avery called. She took a step forward, meaning to stop him.

      Suddenly Xavier’s arms were around her, holding her in place.

      “He’s going under!” Avery yelled in alarm. “We can’t let him drown.”

      Xavier looked confused as she turned in his arms. “You’re not drawn toward her voice?”

      She narrowed her eyes on him and scoffed. “No. Why would I be?”

      “She’s a siren! Ye canna hear her song?”

      “Of course I can hear it. It’s lovely and sad.”

      He shook his head.

      “Never mind. You’ve got to help Ned. We can’t let him drown!” She pointed her hand at the man whose head bobbed offshore as he tried to swim toward his wife and the siren. “He has a child!”

      The boy named Fergus watched in horror from beside the barn, his wide brown eyes reminding her of his mother’s.

      “He’s half selkie. Her song willna affect him.”

      “He needs his father, Xavier.”

      “Hold this.” Xavier handed her Fairy Killer.

      Finally! The sensation that traveled up Avery’s arm was one she could only describe as a connection. It was like she’d just been plugged in. She didn’t pay attention as Xavier presumably rushed into the water to rescue Ned. Instead, she circled the sword around her body in a wide figure eight. She’d never held a sword in her life, yet this one seemed to know her, to whisper to her like a lover.

      I am yours.

      A spluttering noise broke her from the trance she was in. She turned in time to see Mr. MacEachern spew a fountain of dark water from his lungs. After Ned’s fit of coughing, Xavier helped him to his feet.

      Avery looked out over the loch to find the seal and the siren gone. Ned’s gaze darted from the boy to the loch to Xavier and finally settled on Avery. He rubbed his chest as if the feeling of waterlogged lungs was fresh on his mind. There was plenty of anger apparent on his face, but Avery could also see how grateful the man was that Xavier had saved him from the siren’s song.

      “Keep the sword,” Ned rasped after a long moment. He hobbled off toward the boy.
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      Everything about the sword was magical. Avery inspected the hilt as Xavier removed the leather scabbard from around his neck and held out his hand, beckoning it from her. She’d never seen such fine craftsmanship. A Celtic design decorated the grip, and ancient symbols paraded up and down the blade. She wasn’t sure a modern factory could even produce such a fine design. She was blown away by the incredible idea that a blacksmith had made it by hand hundreds of years ago.

      “I can carry that for you, lass.” Xavier made a gimme gesture with his fingers. “We should put it away before ye get hurt.”

      “I’m fine. I’m looking at it. Give me the scabbard.” She sighed, holding out her hand.

      “But it must be heavy,” he drawled. “Allow me ta carry it for ye. It will be too hard for ye on Tàirn.”

      “It’s not heavy. Remarkably light actually. Do you think that’s a clue to its authenticity? It’s hard to believe a human made this.” She snatched the scabbard from his hands and slipped the blade inside its sheath, then slung it over her shoulder so it hung down her back. “See? Not heavy at all.”

      Xavier raised a finger but seemed at a loss for words. She strode toward Tàirn, mounting the horse before Xavier could protest. He frowned up at her, frustration brewing. “I won’t be able to hold ye in the saddle with it between us. Just give it to me, lass.”

      She rearranged the blade so that it crossed her chest in front of her instead. “There. Out of the way.”

      A muscle in his jaw twitched, but he climbed on behind her and kicked the horse on. After ensuring a distance between them and the cottage, Xavier shed his illusion and changed back into himself. Avery noticed because the hand around her waist grew larger and his widening chest pressed more firmly against her back.

      “Odd, ye ken, that ye were immune to the siren’s call.” His lips were very near her ear, and his breath warmed her blood.

      She shrugged. “Maybe it only works on men.”

      “Nay. I’ve been alive a long time, Avery. Have never seen a human man or woman resist the call of a grown siren. Ye’ve got some kind of magic about ye. Are ye sure ye’re no witch?”

      “You know I’m not. I couldn’t have come through the wards if I were,” she said defensively.

      “Hmm.”

      “Men.”

      “Whit about men?”

      “You would rather believe I was supernatural than admit I simply have a strong human mind.”

      He scoffed. “It takes more than a strong will to resist a siren.”

      She shrugged. What did it matter? So she wasn’t susceptible to sirens. She was sure many people here weren’t. “Do you think the selkie was responsible for the siren’s song?”

      “Aye. Ned was about to run me through. The man is an exceptional swordsman. I believe she did us a favor by distracting him.”

      “Maybe that’s why I wasn’t affected. The siren didn’t want me to be.”

      “Maybe.”

      “By the way, you can thank me now for finding the sword. If I’d left you to your devices, you’d have fisted Ned’s face before the selkie told us anything.”

      His chest rumbled with his laugh behind her. “How do ye know a few punches were not what he needed to turn the blade over?”

      She laughed. “You think if you pounded his face, he would have handed over the sword without resistance?”

      “At that point I woulda taken it.”

      “You had no idea where it was or what it looked like. You would have been SOL, my friend.”

      “SOL?”

      “Shit out of luck. I guess you don’t use that expression here.”

      He laughed. “Nay. But I like it. I suppose it was a tense situation for a lass.”

      She scoffed. “No. I have tons of experience with tense situations.”

      “Whit now?”

      “I’ve spent the past five years bartending and serving in New Orleans. We get all sorts of people in my family’s pub. Doing what I do, you get good at resolving conflict really quickly. There’s always some guy itching for a fight or trying his best to cop a feel. And women aren’t much better, although they tend to be less aggressive. I have to protect women from themselves more often than not.”

      He made a low, Scottish sound deep in his throat. “You shouldna do this work.”

      His voice was edged in anger. Avery raised an eyebrow. That was interesting. By the tone of his voice, he almost sounded… jealous.

      “No. I think I’m done bartending. But I’m very good at defusing tension.”

      “Good. I donna like thinking about men grabbin’ you.”

      “No?”

      “No. Ye should be treated with proper respect. Ye shouldna need these skills ye say ye learned. What type of world is it out there that would allow ye to be treated such?”

      His mounting anger made a warm feeling spread in the general vicinity of her heart. He truly wanted to protect her. It was sweet. Avery wasn’t used to being the one protected.

      “I bet if you’d been there with me, no one would dare touch me,” she said in a quiet voice.

      “Not if they wanted to keep their fingers.”

      Avery quieted, suddenly more aware than ever of his nearness. He loomed warm and large behind her, and she closed her eyes and inhaled his smoky, fresh-grass scent. The feel of his powerful, corded arms around her as they rode together was almost too much to bear.

      She placed a hand on his thigh beside her, leaned more fully against him, and said, “I would have liked that, to have you with me. Not that I couldn’t defend myself, but it would be nice to have someone in my corner looking out for me.”

      The side of his face brushed against her hair. “I’m in yer corner now.”

      The man was temptation dipped in caramel and swirled in chocolate. If she turned her head two inches, her lips would meet his, and she was sure she could find a way to enjoy a pulse-pounding make-out session right here on the back of this horse.

      She forced herself to stare straight ahead. For all intents and purposes, Xavier was a man who lived by the rules of 1745. He probably wanted a woman who wore skirts and spent her time in the kitchen. Avery was not that woman. Besides, he wasn’t a man, he was a dragon, one whose future was uncertain. There were too many ways a romantic attachment to Xavier could go wrong. She was here for one reason and one reason only—to help him kill Lachlan and then bring him with her to the outside world to help protect her family from Eleanor. A romantic entanglement would only complicate things.

      Adjusting the sword on her shoulder, she used it as an excuse to put a hair of space between them. “I’m in your corner too.”
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      Xavier struggled to keep his dragon from taking hold. It had been a long time since his beast had wanted its way, but his inner dragon chuffed and squirmed in a desperate desire to claim Avery. His skin prickled with need for her. He wanted to hear her cry out his name as he buried himself in her and her fingers clawed at his hair.

      It had been too long since he’d been with a woman. His want of her was an ache he felt to his bones. Turn your head. If she did, he’d kiss her like she’d never been kissed before, and then he’d ask her to be his mate.

      She sat up straighter, putting room between them, and stared straight ahead. He frowned. Had he misread her signals? Mountain help him—after everything, it might be Avery and not Lachlan who was the death of him.

      As twilight stretched across the fairy hill, Tàirn’s feet splashed down in the stream and they arrived at the brownie’s cottage.

      Xavier dismounted and helped Avery down. “I need to tend to the cow. The brownie will want his bowl of cream, and we donna want a hungry brownie on our hands.”

      She nodded once and avoided his eyes as she slipped into the cottage.
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      Avery waited by the fire for Xavier to return from the barn, but it was well past dark before he finally entered the cottage, and she didn’t think milking the cow or feeding the brownie could account for his delay. Still, she was too much of a coward to ask what he’d been doing. More than likely he’d been avoiding her since things had become awkward. She couldn’t deny her attraction to him, but acting on those feelings would be a disaster. The mixed signals she was putting off must have made him uncomfortable.

      She sipped her tea, which she’d laced with a fair amount of whisky, and watched the flames dance across the logs on the grate.

      “I thought ye’d be asleep by now. I hope ye did not wait up for me.”

      She glanced in his direction. “Actually, I did. I thought I would take the floor tonight. You can have the bed.”

      He grunted and gave his head a firm shake. “No.”

      “It’s only fair. We can alternate.”

      “I’d rather not.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I couldna rest knowing ye’re out here.”

      She gave him a heated stare. “Why? Because I’m a woman?”

      He jerked back as if surprised by her ire. “Nay. Because I’m a dragon. I don’t get cold. The floor is as soft as a bed to my flesh, and if the fire sparks it will not burn me.”

      “Oh.” She couldn’t argue with that logic, but she frowned and poured more whisky into her cup from the bottle beside her. She drank it down.

      “Whit’s wrong, Avery? Does it anger ye that I sleep on the floor?”

      She turned to him, her head swimming with the effects of the whisky. “No. But I think you like being the hero. You probably want a woman who is helpless. Someone you have to save every other day. Someone who cooks and cleans and lets you do all the dirty work… Pops out babies like a salad shooter.”

      “Whit’s a salad shooter?”

      “Never mind.” She waved a hand and drank more whisky.

      “I donna want a helpless woman.”

      She scoffed, swaying where she sat. “Oh sure, a Highlander whose life has been suspended in 1745 Scotland for a few hundred years must be a feminist.” She belched toward the fire.

      He flashed her his famous crooked smile and rounded the bench to sit beside her. “I had a helpless wife once, but I dinna love her. She’d ha’ these fits where she thought insects were swarmin’ her skin or the wee folk were tryin’ to kill her. I cared for her and did ma best to keep her well, but it was not a good feelin’ when I found her dead. I wasna able to save Jane, and I would ne’er volunteer to be responsible for someone like her again.”

      “I’m sorry, Xavier.” Avery shook her head. What a stupid comment to make considering his past.

      “No, if I ever married again, I’d prefer a warrior. I reckon it’s exhausting saving someone all the time. I’d much rather take turns. It seems I’ve needed my own saving now and again.”

      She turned her head and was surprised to find him staring at her through a fringe of deliciously long lashes. His eyes moved to her lips, and he leaned in. Would he kiss her? God, she wanted him to. Her entire body tingled with the desire to feel his full lips on her own.

      The warmth of his breath brushed her lips and sent a rush of heat pulsing through her veins that dwarfed the effects of the whisky. She inched forward and pressed her mouth fully to his, reveling in the soft, wet heat. From the day they’d arrived and he’d started the fire with nothing but his internal flame, she’d wondered at the temperature of his mouth. She wasn’t disappointed. Her heart thudded ferociously at the feeling, racing as if she were drinking lightning. Her stomach clenched.

      His fingers threaded in the hair at the nape of her neck, and she tilted her head to allow the kiss to go deeper, preparing herself for pure bliss. If she allowed this to continue, she would dive into him, straight to the bottom, and she wasn’t at all sure she’d ever break the surface again.

      Her eyelids fluttered, and she spotted Fairy Killer on the table. They had the sword. Xavier would soon use it to slay Lachlan, which meant her time here would soon be over. Everything would change. He’d come back to Mistwood with her, and then…

      With all the strength she had left, she pulled away. Her head was spinning. “Wait, there’s something I need to know.”

      “Anything,” he said in a voice lined with cinders.

      “After you kill Lachlan and take back Castle Dunchridhe, what happens then?”

      “I’ll need to set things right, ye ken. Fix what Lachlan has broken.”

      How long would that take? “And then?”

      “I promised ye that I would return to Mistwood to speak with my siblings and discuss their issues with Paragon. I plan to keep that promise. I won’t leave ye to make excuses for me to Nathaniel.”

      “Their issues? Don’t you mean your issues? It’s your mother on the throne.”

      “’Tis not my war, Avery.”

      She backed up a step. “You don’t plan to help them at all, do you? You’ll meet with them because you owe them that much for sending me, but you have no intention of helping them oust Eleanor.”

      He stared at the fire. “My people are here.”

      “But what about… your family?” She’d almost said, what about me? But that would be silly. None of this was about her.

      “I wish them the best of luck if they think Paragon is worth saving,” he said coolly.

      Avery suddenly felt a little nauseated. She nodded slowly, then set her cup down. “I think I’ve had too much whisky.” She stood and moved toward her room. “Good night, Xavier.”
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      Xavier slept fitfully that night. It was clear Avery did not approve of his ambivalence about Paragon. It was possible he’d misled her, although that hadn’t been his intention. Had she assumed he’d run headfirst into a war for Gabriel’s benefit? Of course she had; her sister was his brother’s mate. Which gave Xavier another reason to deny his dragon’s desire to bond with Avery. He had to stay strong while she was here. She’d be back in her world soon enough, and the temptation would be gone.

      He was relieved when the sun rose. Unfortunately, any plans he had to advance his cause against Lachlan ended with a clap of thunder and the sound of rain against the roof.

      Avery wandered from her room, rubbing her eyes. “Why didn’t anyone tell me Scottish whisky was the devil?”

      He grinned. “Weel, they say the devil was once an angel. Ye’ve had yerself a slice of heaven.”

      She laughed, then winced as if the sound hurt her head. Lowering herself into a chair at the table, she poured herself a cup of tea. Thanks to the brownie’s magic, breakfast was already there on a tray beside the sword.

      When her eyes refused to meet his, he wondered if he’d have to address the kiss and their conversation the night before. There was so much unsaid between them. So much at risk if they gave in to the attraction that even now prompted him to move closer to her.

      “I thought you’d be scoping out the castle today, planning your attack.” Avery’s comment sliced through the thick silence, and relief washed over him.

      “Canna in the rain. ’Tis a shortcoming of invisibility.”

      “Oh?”

      He blinked out of sight, then opened the door and stepped out into the drizzle. She watched as the water made his form glisten.

      “Weird. You’re like a reflective ghost.”

      “Aye.”

      He stepped up on the porch and shook the rain from his shoulders. She smiled at him from the door, and the temptation to kiss her again was almost more than he could bear.

      He lowered his gaze and took a step back. “I should tend to the cow. The brownie will want his breakfast.”

      He was halfway to the barn when he realized she was behind him.

      “Aren’t ye hungry?” he asked her. “Ye can stay if ye like. Out of the rain.” He eyed the stormy sky warily.

      “I want to help you milk the cow.” She hastened and ducked into the barn, which was when he noticed she’d taken Fairy Killer from the table and was wearing it on her back.

      “Am I ever goin’ ta pry that sword out of yer hands?”

      “No. I’m going to start sleeping with it.”

      “Lucky sword.” He gave her a roguish grin and was rewarded with a slight blush of her cheek. He wasn’t sure why Avery was drawn to the sword as she was, but until he needed it, he’d let her have her way. It seemed to make her happy. “I’ll eventually need it to slay Lachlan, ye ken.”

      She shook her head. “I like it too much. You’ll just have to swing me at him while I hold the sword.” Her eyes twinkled in the dark stable.

      “Now ye sound even more like a curaidh.”

      “I’m not sure I’d call myself a warrior. I just don’t think it’s a good idea to let the one weapon that can kill Lachlan out of our sight.”

      Now that she put it that way, he agreed with the wisdom of it. He told her so as he passed her to get to Tàirn’s stall and scoop a heap of oats into his trough.

      “Why do you call him Tàirn? Doesn’t that mean nail in Gaelic? Odd name for a horse.”

      “Aye, but he is a nail. He’s the color of one, as black as wrought iron, but he also performs like one. Cuts right through the hardest wind and the steepest terrain. Drives fast like he’s been pounded in with a hammer.”

      “I stand corrected.” Avery tilted her head, a faraway look in her eyes. “We should have given the brownie a name. Calling him ‘the brownie’ seems rude. It would be like me calling you ‘the dragon’ or you calling me ‘the human.’”

      “But he doesna speak. We canna simply name him like a dog. How would ye like it if I started calling you Mary simply because I couldna speak your language?”

      “Right. That is true.” She shrugged.

      He finished with the horse and then led her to the next stall, where he kept the cow. He pulled up a stool and a bucket.

      “Ye donna have to stay and help,” he said. “Don’t ye have female things ta do?”

      She laughed. “Like what?”

      He shrugged. “Things women do!”

      “No, I want you to show me how to milk her.”

      He grunted and made a face. “Ye donna ken how ta milk a cow?”

      “Not a clue. And who would feed the brownie if you suffered a sudden bout of hand cramps?” She crossed her arms.

      Standing, he pointed at the stool. “Weel, have a go at it.”

      She sat down on the stool beside him, gently chewing her bottom lip. Xavier raised an eyebrow as she stared at the bloated udder in front of her. The cow looked at her, its mouth full of hay, as if to express sincere reservations about her abilities. It stomped its feet.

      “Relax, old girl,” she said. “We’ll get through this together.”

      “Now, take hold of two teats and pinch.”

      She tugged the teats straight down. The cow mooed.

      “Nay. Not that way.” It was too hard to describe with words. He squatted behind her, wrapped his hand around hers, and showed her.

      “Oh! Like squeezing out toothpaste.”

      He wasn’t sure exactly what she meant, but he grunted approvingly anyway. Her fist rhythmically relaxed and tightened, and milk squirted into the bucket. She squealed with pride and delight.

      Her hand was warm and soft inside his. Clearly she no longer needed his help, but he was reluctant to move away. He inhaled the clean wisteria scent of her hair before forcing his inner dragon down within him. He slowly pulled away from her, his breathing heavy.

      “You have it. As good as any milkmaid,” he murmured.

      She glanced at him over her shoulder as she worked. “Now that we have the sword, what’s your plan for using it?”

      “Hadna got as far as a plan. I think though, the key is the element of surprise. I’ll take the sword, make myself invisible, creep up on Lachlan, and behead him.”

      “What if he recognizes your scent?”

      “There is that chance. Fairies have a keen sense of smell and can penetrate the minds of the humans around them. It will be difficult.”

      “You’ll need a distraction. I’ll go with you. I’ll cover myself in something, fish or…” She eyed the cow. “…dung if I have to. Anything to mask your smell. I’ll say I was captured and tortured by you and have information about your whereabouts. They’ll take me to Lachlan where you, invisible behind me, will strike.”

      “No.”

      “Why? It’s a good plan. We should do it.”

      “Too dangerous. He might kill ye on the spot. He knows ye helped me. I reckon Lachlan is as confused as I am about how ye made it happen. He’ll likely kill ye out of fear of ye if not for any other reason.”

      “I’m willing to risk it.”

      “I’m not.”

      The barn grew quiet aside from the sound of the milk spraying the side of the pail. He watched her, bewitched. Avery Tanglewood had to be a witch; she had enchanted his soul. Mountain help him.

      “Avery,” he said softly, “ye told me before ye werena spoken for in yer world.”

      “Spoken for… You mean married or have a boyfriend?”

      He nodded. “Aye.”

      She flashed him an impish grin over her shoulder. “No, I’m not spoken for. Why? You interested in the job?” She bobbed her eyebrows.

      He stared at her, wondering what the outside world must be like to create a woman with fire in her soul like her. The mischievous spark in her eyes reminded him of lightning in a summer sky. “Aye. I am.”

      The sound of milk hitting the side of the bucket stopped, and her smile slowly faded. Her gaze drifted to his lips. His dragon rose to the surface, just under his skin. He was all need and desire as he crouched to take her face in his hands, feathered his thumb across her jaw, and kissed her.
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      Although Xavier moved toward her slowly and gently, crouching to reach her lips as she sat on the stool, she met him halfway. Their lips collided with an intensity she wasn’t expecting, and he absorbed the momentum. His arms wrapped around her waist, lifting her.

      Last night’s kiss had been good, but this one rocked her world. There was something raw and feral about it, as if he couldn’t help himself. Neither could she. She knew now that whatever this was between them was short-lived. This kiss was a flirt with heartache and she didn’t care. She just wanted more.

      A crack of thunder rattled the walls, and Avery heard the rain fall against the roof. Petrichor and the scent of green grass filled her nose. It was impossible to separate what was the storm and what was him. A shiver of intense feminine desire tingled through her veins. She wanted him, and it had been a long time since she’d wanted any man. More importantly, she wanted. After years of everything feeling gray, he was like a roaring storm of color and light. He was just so good—loyal, strong, honorable, worthy. She’d come here to find herself, and this kiss felt like waking up.

      She pressed against him and tangled her fingers in his hair. His lips were soft but demanding. His tongue dipped inside her mouth, and she opened for him, welcoming the invasion. The stroking rhythm ignited a long-dormant passion. He swept her off her feet, turned her around, and pressed her back against the stable wall. A husky moan escaped her and she kissed him harder. Oh God, with his body pressed against her, she could feel him, long and hard against her lower belly.

      She reached down and stroked him through his kilt. Stars above, he was massive, but then wasn’t that fitting given his general size? Even with her being above average height, she’d have to strain her neck to kiss him if he weren’t holding her up. She drove the kiss deeper. Aggressive on her part, but she was enjoying this too much to not equally participate.

      The sound he made seemed to rumble through the walls. It was like a purr but richer, much bigger than his physical body. That was new. He hadn’t purred like that last night. It reminded her that she was holding a dragon in her arms, as did the fact that the temperature in the barn had risen several degrees. If they continued, would it set the hay on fire?

      His hand worked at her thigh, gathering her skirt up around her hips. She helped him and moaned when his fingers connected with her bare thigh. She hooked one leg over his hip. That steel length pressed against her most sensitive flesh, throbbing with need through his kilt. She was almost certain it was only the tails of his shirt beneath the tartan and if she tugged both up, there would be nothing between them.

      How long had it been since she’d had a lover? There weren’t many in her past, and none of the boys or men she’d dated years ago in New Orleans had been serious. None had been as worthy or as magnificent as this dragon with his brave and loyal heart. She slowly worked the tartan higher in her hand.

      “Mmm, I like that sound you make when you’re excited,” she murmured into his mouth.

      He pulled back a fraction of an inch. Was that a blush staining his cheek? “’Tis my mating trill. ’Tis instinct.”

      “I like it,” she said, surprised her own words came out throaty and seductive. She lowered her lids, tugged the tartan higher. “Wait… Mating trill? Do you want to mate with me?”

      His eyes widened and searched hers. “Aye. I confess ma dragon has wanted ye from the beginning. Will ye be mine, Avery Tanglewood?”

      Her mouth found his neck, and she worked her way from collarbone to jawline. She wanted to say yes—whatever it took to have him buried in her as soon as possible—or at least after a moment to shed their clothes now that it was at least ninety degrees in the small barn.

      She brought her lips to his ear to whisper the word, but it caught in her throat. Wasn’t there something about dragons and mating? What had her sisters told her about their bonds with their mates? She stiffened in his arms.

      “Are we talking about sex here or something more?”

      He gently set her down on her own two feet and straightened her skirts before caressing the side of her face. “More, Avery. I want ye to be mine in the way of ma kind. Accept the mating bond, and I will have you as my own for all eternity.”

      It struck her then that his Scottish accent had given way to one that sounded more like Nathaniel’s and Gabriel’s when they spoke of their homeland. Paragonian. She was speaking to his inner self, his dragon. Xavier’s blue eyes flickered with inner fire.

      She pressed her back against the wall, shock and anxiety worming their way through her torso. Hand at the center of his chest, she gave him a firm push and was surprised when he stumbled back. “Hold up, big boy. I need a second to process this. Are you trying to bond with me? As in offering me a dragon mating bond?”

      “Aye.” His Scottish accent was back. He flashed that damned lopsided grin of his that was so sexy it made her knees weak. No man should hold that kind of power in his smile. He reached for her again.

      “Wait…” Despite desperately wanting to give in to the pleasure he made sing in her veins, she held up a finger between them. She blinked rapidly up at him. “We’ve only known each other a few days. You live here, inside this… bubble in time and space. I don’t. And you told me last night you have no plans to leave, not even temporarily to fight alongside your siblings.”

      “Once we kill Lachlan, this place will be ours again. Ye can stay here, with me. Live in the castle as Lady Campbell.” His expression held nothing but joy and surety that she would jump at the chance.

      As much as her instincts prodded her to say yes, she couldn’t do it. She did not want to live in this place where time had stopped. She’d had enough trouble breaking from her own past and her history of putting her own needs aside for the sake of others. Here, she’d only lose herself more. She wanted Xavier, but she could not commit to living in the builgean.

      “When I came here, it was under the assumption that I would bring you back to the outside world, Xavier. Gabriel, Nathaniel, and the others are counting on your help. Your evil mother will destroy your homeworld if given the chance.”

      “Aye. I said I would come back with ye and deal with Gabriel. Once Lachlan’s dead, I can come and go as I please. I can see it bothers ye that I donna want to fight for Paragon. If it matters to ye so much, I’ll consider it.”

      “But you’ll still live here.”

      “Aye.”

      “I won’t,” she said honestly, although it hurt her to say it. “I’ll be there, in my world, the real world. I have a life there.”

      He took a step back. “I thought you said ye wanted to escape from that life. You told me ye had no idea who ye wanted to be or what ye wanted to do next. Here’s yer answer. After we’ve helped in whatever way we can, ye’ll come back here and live with me.”

      He said it as if it were a foregone conclusion and reached for her again. She sidestepped out of the way.

      “No.” As Avery said the word, a branching sensation tingled through her limbs as if that one tiny negative were a seed she’d planted deep within her. She could almost feel it growing, sprouting roots and branches. Spreading. Her spine straightened. She didn’t have to think as the truth came barreling out of her throat. “I will not live here. It’s not the future I want for myself. I want to wear pants and own my own home. I want to work. I’m not sure what I want to do quite yet, but I feel like it’s right on the tip of my tongue and I just have to keep living to figure it out. I want to be in control of my own life, and I can’t do that here, entombed in the past as you are. I just can’t.”

      Xavier’s face fell. He turned and paced the length of the barn like a wild animal. The cow, who’d been grazing lazily until then, seemed to suddenly realize there was a predator in the room and shuffled in her stall.

      “Is that what ye think?” He snapped out the question. “That I’m entombed in the past?”

      “What else would you call it? Hey, I get it—you built this place to keep you and your people safe. You saved hundreds of lives with your magic. But now it’s as much a prison as anything else.”

      “A prison? Ye think this is a prison?” he gritted out.

      “What else would you call it?” She raised her voice, willing him to understand. “Are the people here free to leave? Do they know enough about the outside world to even decide for themselves to stay or to go?”

      He growled, and the cow tugged against the rope holding her.

      “Careful, Xavier. You’re scaring her. She’ll kick over the milk.”

      “I donna care about the milk,” he said in a low, gritty hiss. “You were goin’ to accept. I felt the connection. You want me. Donna deny it.”

      Avery placed her hands on her hips and leveled a stare at the surly dragon. “Yes. I want you. I have never felt as strong a connection with anyone. Honestly, it seems to grow stronger by the day. But I can’t… mate with you. It wouldn’t be fair to either of us. I’d never ask you to give up your life here, and if you would ask me to give up mine, we shouldn’t be talking about mating at all.”

      He dragged his hands through his hair, his face reddening. “Ye would have given yerself to me.”

      “Yep.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “If you hadn’t mentioned the bond, I’d be leaving footprints on the ceiling right now and have a back covered in hay. I won’t deny it was painful to stop.”

      He was angry now, seething. “Are ye a tease? A harlot?”

      She narrowed her eyes on him. Immediately she sensed he hadn’t meant it, but it hurt anyway. “No. I’m a woman. That’s all. But the fact that you’d say such a thing tells me I’ve made the right decision.”

      She turned and ran from the barn toward the cabin, the pounding rain mixing with her tears.
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      Aborella accepted the hooded cape that Dianthe offered her. It was dark purple velvet, a color that reminded her of her natural skin tone. She answered to the name of Zinnia, carefully hiding who she really was under a strong illusion of rose-colored skin and oversized green eyes. Deep inside, in a place within herself she didn’t want to admit existed, she wished the illusion was reality. Zinnia had friends and a purpose. Aborella had neither.

      “Can you carry this, Zin?” Dianthe held out the tray of cookies they’d prepared together for the waning ceremony.

      “Of course.”

      “Are you sure? They’re heavy.”

      “I am well, Dianthe. Aside from a minor limp, I am restored.”

      Dianthe shook her head. “I’ve never seen anyone heal as fast as you. You must be blessed by the goddess.”

      Or cursed by the devil. Aborella understood that her speedy healing was thanks to the dragon’s tooth that rooted in her belly. There was no other explanation for why she wasn’t dead. Eleanor had fed her that tooth to keep her from dying so Aborella could endure the punishment of being buried alive. There had been no compassion in it, although she suspected there was strategy.

      Eleanor needed her. Aborella now realized that the tug she’d felt deep within her torso was not guilt or apprehension as she’d assumed, but the empress calling for her down the bond of that tooth. More than once over the past several days, she’d felt the pull, almost painful inside her bottom ribs, felt that strong desire to return to the palace. She realized now that Eleanor was searching for her.

      Only, Aborella wasn’t ready to return to Paragon.

      She told herself it was because she was collecting information on the rebellion to bring back to the empress. But there was more to it than that. There were feelings Aborella didn’t want to examine too closely—belonging and happiness. Maybe even friendship.

      Arms laden with cookies, she pushed thoughts of the Obsidian Palace aside and followed Dianthe out of the small cottage and down the trail toward the festivities happening in the heart of Everfield. Twilight in the fairy kingdom was nothing short of magical. Fireflies soared across purple skies where two orange suns descended behind a turquoise sea. She’d almost forgotten the beauty of this place, had taken it for granted as a child. Now it was like walking through a dream.

      Cottages in Everfield were constructed completely of natural materials. The best of them had parts that were still growing. While homes in other kingdoms were concerned with straight lines and square angles, the architects of Everfield wove residences around and out of the natural life of the forest. They were organic additions to the landscape. Living trees held up the walls. Branches were woven together to create a roof.

      Everywhere, the buzz of wings met her ears as fairies flew overhead. She’d join them if it weren’t for the cookies in her hands. She watched the others flying toward the gathering place and marveled at the way their gossamer wings caught the silver light of the rising moons.

      “Do you miss flying?” Dianthe asked. “I can probably take that tray if you want to spread your wings.”

      Aborella blinked rapidly at the unexpected kindness. “No. I’ll help you. It’s been a while since I tried. I’d rather experiment later, when and where there aren’t so many eyes.”

      Dianthe nodded then resumed her way toward the gathering. “I’ve received word Sylas is coming back tonight.”

      Aborella felt a chill run through her blood. She hadn’t seen Sylas since the night he and Dianthe had rescued her, but Dianthe had never actually confirmed what he’d been doing. He was a potential source of valuable information on the activities of the Defenders of the Goddess.

      “I hope he accomplished what he set out to do,” Aborella said. And shares it with me.

      “Tonight, after the festivities. I’ll tell him about your interest in joining the rebellion. If all goes well, we’ll have more to talk about tomorrow.”

      Aborella nodded. This was what she’d wanted. So why was she relieved when Dianthe turned her soulful eyes from her and continued toward the festivities?

      They arrived at the gathering, and she helped Dianthe arrange the cookies on the dessert table, then chose a log close to the fire. Someone offered her a roasted narwit on a stick. Happily, she accepted and bit through the crispy skin to the juicy meat underneath. Across the gathering place, a fairy band played a song with an upbeat rhythm while a storyteller relayed the tale of the witch queen of Darnuith.

      As she listened though, she was confused. She’d never heard this version of the story, not even as a child when she lived in Everfield.

      “They tell it differently in Paragon,” a deep voice said from beside her.

      She raised her face to find Sylas standing over her, his chestnut hair neatly trimmed since the last she’d seen him. He’d also regained some of the bulk he’d lost during his stay in the Obsidian dungeon.

      “You must be Sylas,” she said. “I’m Zinnia. Your wife has been caring for me, thank the Goddess. I don’t know what I’d have done without her.”

      Sylas’s lips bent into a barely perceptible smile. “I know who you are.” He sat down beside her. He gestured toward the storyteller. “Are you familiar with the Paragonian version?”

      She nodded her head. “The story goes that during the fourth century, in the time when Eleanor and Brynhoff first rose to power over Paragon and Dracor and Villania stepped down to serve on what was then the Council of Elders, an evil witch cast a spell over a Paragonian dragon. The witch used the dragon in her thrall to attack the kingdom. She murdered Dracor and Villania and the rest of the Council of Elders in cold blood before Brynhoff and the Obsidian Guard could subdue her. Brynhoff bravely battled the witch and dragon and won, protecting Paragon from their evil clutches and clearing the way for the future of the kingdom. Afterward, a law was passed forbidding relationships between dragons and witches and establishing the Highborn Court to replace the Council of Elders out of a desire to maintain a permanent peace in the five kingdoms.”

      Sylas shook his head. “Sad, isn’t it? How far that story is from fact. They used to tell it here that way not so long ago, until they learned the truth.”

      She narrowed her eyes on him. “What is the truth? I was trying to listen to the story, but now I’ve missed it.”

      “Brynhoff was not the eldest of his siblings.”

      Confusion wrinkled her brow. “Brynhoff had no siblings other than Eleanor.”

      Sylas laughed. “What makes you think so? He actually had two brothers, one older and one younger. His elder brother was supposed to inherit the throne, but he couldn’t stomach spending time with Eleanor, whom he found cruel. Ruling by her side was a future he found distasteful. So he left Ouros centuries before his father’s time to step down.”

      “Paragon,” she said. Ouros was no longer an acceptable name for their world.

      “At the time that happened, our world was called Ouros.” Sylas rubbed the bridge of his nose. “It was only after the war that it was renamed after the kingdom of Paragon.”

      She nodded. She knew that much, but so what? Lands were often renamed once they were conquered.

      “Brynhoff’s elder brother, Tavyss, was gone for centuries. No one knows where he went, but while he was away, he met the woman who would rise to be queen of Darnuith.”

      Aborella suddenly felt queasy. How could that be true? She had never heard of this Tavyss. “What are you saying, Sylas?”

      “In the fourth century, Tavyss returned to Paragon and challenged Brynhoff for the throne. As the eldest, he had every right to, and the Council of Elders supported him in his challenge. He’d already chosen a consort, the witch queen of Darnuith, and rumor was she was pregnant.”

      “No.” Aborella shook her head. “That can’t be true.”

      “Eleanor was terrified of Tavyss usurping Brynhoff. She’d been controlling Brynhoff from the start, using their unnaturally close and incestuous relationship to bend him to her will. She knew that if Tavyss became king, she’d be sidelined politically and lose all her power, especially considering the eldest heir to the throne would be the witch’s child. But the Council of Elders would not hear her pleas to dismiss Tavyss’s claim. They believed Tavyss and his bride were perfect for the kingdom and that the union would be pleasing to the Mountain because, as legend has it, Circe, the first witch, and Aitna, the Goddess of the Mountain, are both children of Titans and are close cousins.

      “Backed into a corner, Eleanor and Brynhoff murdered the Council of Elders in cold blood before any of this could be made public. They framed Tavyss and his mate for the murders and then started the false rumor that Tavyss was held in the witch queen’s thrall. Once they’d convinced the Obsidian Guard and everyone in the kingdom that Tavyss and the witch queen were murderers, they attacked. The Paragonians had just lost their entire Council of Elders. Dozens of ancient and wise dragons had been slaughtered. The citizens of Paragon took up arms and joined the Obsidian Guard in a surprise attack on Darnuith. By all known accounts, they killed Tavyss and his bride.”

      The stick with what was left of the narwit fell from Aborella’s hands as a vision hit her squarely in her third eye. She was a seer, able to have visions of the future but sometimes also flashes of the past. This time it was the past. She saw Tavyss and his mate unconscious, covered in blood, saw Brynhoff and Eleanor seething above them. It was true. It was all true.

      “Brynhoff and Eleanor killed their parents and ancestors to keep the throne then, and now Eleanor is trying to kill her children to do the same,” Aborella whispered. It was suddenly all so clear.

      “Yes,” Sylas said in disgust.

      She blinked and looked around at the children laughing, dancing around the fire. The people were thin, most dressed in rags. She’d been so caught up in the beauty of Everfield, she hadn’t noticed the poverty. The Highborn Court and Eleanor’s unquenchable thirst for power and riches were draining the other kingdoms dry. And now the empress had even eliminated Brynhoff. She’d never stop, Aborella realized. Her cruelty would be as unending as her immortal life.

      “I know who you are,” Sylas said again.

      She frowned and stiffened, her heart beginning to pound uncomfortably in her chest. “I am Zinnia.”

      “I saw you lying in that grave, Aborella.”

      He whispered her name, and she skittered back on the log, wondering if she should run.

      “I wanted to leave you there to rot, but Dianthe insisted on healing you. She said she saw light in you. She said she’d never felt right about what happened to you as a child and thought bringing you here could be healing.”

      “What are you talking about?” Aborella’s throat constricted on the words. “You couldn’t have known who I was.”

      He threaded his fingers. “Dianthe suspected, but she didn’t confirm it to me until later. I refused to stay in the same house as you, which is why she’s kept you in that cabin this entire time. My mate says your mother abused you and that many fairy children made it worse for you. She thinks that’s why you left Everfield.”

      Aborella’s blood froze in her veins. How had Dianthe known? “Your mate is very perceptive.”

      “Dianthe is a seer like you.”

      At first Aborella was surprised, but then she recalled the signs. The deep hue of her skin. The strange eyes. Fairies were born in a diverse array of colors and shapes, but the darker the complexion, the stronger the magic. Dianthe was powerful. Some part of Aborella had always known that.

      “Then she knows how cruel the citizens of Everfield were toward me.” Aborella scowled.

      “Yes.” Sylas frowned. “But she’s also seen you fighting on our side in the future. So I am here now, asking you to choose the potential my mate saw in you. Aborella, we need you. Join forces with your own people. Help us free the five kingdoms.”

      The music was loud, and the other fairies paid no attention to their close conversation. But Aborella couldn’t help but wonder what the others would think if they knew who she was. She glanced toward the fire. “And if I don’t?”

      He drew a line in the dirt with his toe. “If you want to go back to the person who put you in that hole, you can go. I promised Dianthe I wouldn’t kill you, not if you didn’t attack first. But I promise you, if you hurt anyone I love, I will tear you apart and burn the pieces. I will not allow my mate, whose heart is bigger than her head, to save you again. Do you understand me?”

      She stared at him, overwhelmed by the revelations and confused about what to do next. Pain radiated from her bottom ribs, sharp and quick. She almost doubled over. Eleanor. She was tugging insistently on the bond. Fuck! The empress would wait no longer.

      A vision filled her skull of Everfield overtaken by Obsidian guards, homes burning, fairy blood flowing. If she did not go to Eleanor, Eleanor would come to her. She closed her eyes against the vision. She could not lead the empress to this place, could not put Sylas or Dianthe in danger. The tooth couldn’t be removed. Even if she wanted to help them, she’d only be a risk to their cause.

      “I have to go,” Aborella said. “Tell Dianthe goodbye.”

      He sneered at her and shook his head. “I knew she was wrong about you.”

      Aborella swallowed. “A seer is never wrong, but a picture only shows part of the story.”

      His eyes widened.

      Calling on her deepest magic, she twisted her shoulders, dissolved into smoke, and transported herself to Paragon.
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      Through pouring rain, Avery stormed from the stables toward the brownie’s cottage, her heart aching. Why did the first guy she’d cared about in years have to be a Highlander involved in some major political shit? The worst part was that after his kiss, her entire body felt weird, like he’d awakened something inside her that didn’t want to fall back asleep. It was an internal fire she knew only he could extinguish. Or time. Lots of time. Maybe a lifetime.

      She flung open the door to the cottage and came up short when a winged woman appeared quite suddenly in front of her.

      “Jesus Christ!” Avery leaped straight back, somehow slipping through the door, over the porch, and landing in a crouch in the rainy yard outside the cabin with her skirts flared out around her.

      Glenna stepped out of the house toward her. “How be it that ye can see me?” the oread asked.

      “How could I not see you, Glenna? You were right in front of me. What are you doing here?”

      “I’m looking fur Laird Xavier. ’Tis of great importance that I speak with him immediately.”

      “I am here.” Xavier stood in the rain behind her, looking sexier than any man should be allowed to look. He hadn’t rebuttoned his shirt, and her eyes sank to the sliver of exposed flesh between its folds. Just like that, she was horny again.

      Xavier spread his arms, and Glenna ran into them. As he hugged her, the oread’s skin glowed brighter, even in the rain. Avery realized the dragon was transferring his energy to the nymph. Her sister had told her about the symbiotic relationships between oreads and dragons, but the theory did not hold a candle to the reality. The transfer of light was both beautiful and intimate, and Avery understood suddenly that it was something she wasn’t supposed to be able to see.

      “Come inside,” Xavier said to Glenna. “We can speak out of the rain.”

      Glenna was wild-eyed and frantic. “It’s been horrible at the castle without ye. I did as ye asked me to. I spied on Lachlan. Now I’ve to warn ye of his plan!”

      “What has Lachlan done now?”

      Avery led the way inside and held the door for them. She wiped rain from her face and tried not to panic. The oread was shaking noticeably, her wings drooping as if the news she had to share was horrific.

      “After he figured out ye came here to the fairy hills, he was enraged. He wanted to come after ye, but he couldn’t get any humans to come here. Even his magic couldn’t overcome their deep fear of this place.”

      “Aye.”

      “But he hates ye, Xavier. Hates ye wi’ the fury of a thousand suns. He’s never been loved the way ye were loved by yer people. He has to force them, and it takes a lot of magic to keep them under his mind control.”

      “What’s he done, Glenna?”

      “He called on every blacksmith in the builgean to take apart yer cage, melt down the metal, and fashion it into nets, chains, and weapons. He ordered four teams of hunters, the strongest men among the clans, to the castle and worked his magic on their minds. Lachlan has offered his weight in gold to the team that brings ye in. They plan ta set out for the fairy hills tomorrow ta search for ye.”

      “Let them come. They’ll never find us here. If they somehow do, I’ll be ready.”

      “There’s more.” Her otherwise smooth, pearlescent face crinkled with her frown. “He has decried that he will kill one of your clan every hour ye aren’t found. He’s going to start with Mistress Abernathy.”

      “No!” Avery yelled, unable to stay silent. “Mistress Abernathy was always kind to me. She gave me a job when I had nowhere else to go. We can’t let him hurt her!”

      Xavier gave her a reassuring nod. “Agreed, lass.”

      She pulled the sword and scabbard over her head and held it out toward him. “We have Fairy Killer. Let’s go now.”

      “I agree we need to do something, but we have to be smart about it. Lachlan is trying to lure us in. He has weapons charged with my own magic. It’s a trap.”

      “There’s something else,” Glenna said.

      “I’m almost afraid to ask.” Avery set the sword on the table but kept her fingers resting on it. Its presence gave her comfort.

      The oread lowered her chin and focused her intense butterscotch-colored eyes on her. “You should be. He’s put a price on yer head—one thousand pounds to anyone who ends yer life.”

      Avery’s terror was interrupted by a resounding crack. Xavier’s grip had broken the back of the chair he’d been holding in two. His expression twisted into a murderous visage.

      “That bastard,” he said through his teeth.

      “Ye stood out ta him, Avery. He said ye seemed invulnerable to his magic.” She glanced away. “Behind closed doors, he mentioned he might have killed ye then if ye weren’t so bonny. He hopes to capture Xavier, but you he plans to kill.”

      The growl that rumbled up Xavier’s throat was nothing short of threatening. Glenna took a step back.

      “So, in summary, Lachlan wants my pretty head on a stick, has dragon-capturing tools, and is trying his best to lure us back to the castle.” Avery drew a shaky breath.

      An eerie calm came over Xavier. “What time has Lachlan scheduled the public execution of Mistress Abernathy?”

      “High noon. Lachlan wants to give the hunters a chance to flush you out.”

      “We should go tonight, under cover of darkness,” Avery said.

      Xavier shook his head. “We won’t go at all.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Lachlan will be ready tonight, and he’ll have all the weapons he’s made at his disposal, ye ken? But tomorrow, when the hunters leave to search for us, they will take some of those weapons with them. If I go then, there will be less men and less risk.”

      “If you go then? Where will I be?” Avery scoffed.

      “On Tàirn, heading for the door to the builgean.”

      “And I suppose I’m to wait for you there while you fight Lachlan on your own?”

      He nodded. “If there’s trouble, I’ll send Glenna to carry you through. I’m confident with all the modern magical devices ye’ve described to me ye can find yer way back to my brother. Tell him that if I survive, I will join his cause.”

      Avery ground her teeth. “You’ve got to be kidding me! Take your eighteenth-century, patriarchal, chauvinist attitude and shove it up your ass!”

      Glenna gaped at her, then looked at Xavier as if she expected him to leap across the table and tear her to pieces. He did look decidedly livid. His eyes had narrowed, and she didn’t miss the way the temperature in the room rose.

      “You will go, fur yer own safety.”

      “Or?”

      “Or I’ll be forced to fly ye there and toss ye into Glenna’s arms maself.”

      She snorted and met his stare with her own. Slowly, she drew the sword from its sheath and held it out between them. “Just. Try. It.”

      Xavier’s growl shook the walls, but she stood her ground.

      “Damn it, woman. I canna fight Lachlan and protect ye too!”

      “I snuck into the castle and freed you from under his nose. I don’t need your protection.”

      Xavier strode slowly around the table, his blue eyes never leaving hers. He didn’t stop until the tip of the sword pressed against the skin of his chest. “There’s a price on yer head. Ye don’t have invisibility. Every clan member will be searching for ye.”

      Somewhere, deep inside, she knew he was right, but she refused to admit it. She absolutely would not leave him to do this alone. “He’ll smell you coming, Xavier.”

      He tipped his head. “I can take care of maself, lass.”

      “So can I.” Her narrowed gaze lowered to the tip of the sword resting on his chest.

      Glenna hissed, her wings jutting out from her back defensively.

      Xavier held up his hand to her and shook his head. “Leave us. I’ll call for ye if I need ye.”

      The oread scowled at Avery before dissolving into thin air.

      Xavier turned back to her and curled his lip at the sword. “Will you run me through, Avery? Kill me before Lachlan has the chance?”

      She glared up at him. “No. But I won’t let you force me to go.”

      For three long breaths, they stared at each other in silence until he finally softened. “All right. If I promise not to force ye ta do anything, would ye lower the sword then?”

      She withdrew the tip from his skin and slid it back into its sheath. “Yes.”

      He moved toward her slowly as if she were a skittish animal. “Only a few moments ago, I offered ye my mating bond, my very heart exposed.” He gestured to his chest where the sword had just been.

      “Yeah… I’m sorry about that—”

      “I’m not looking for an apology, Avery. Did my brother teach ye nothing about a dragon’s instincts?”

      She shook her head.

      His lids sank low and heavy over his eyes. “We only offer the bond to someone our dragon chooses, and a potential mate doesna come along often. You, in fact, were ma first. You can deny me, deny the bond, but ma dragon wants ye in the most feral way. My deepest instinct is to protect ye. If ye come wi’ me tomorrow, I won’t be able ta concentrate. I won’t be able to do what I need to do to kill Lachlan, because ma every thought will be of protecting ye. Dragons are immortal, but we can be killed. I’m confident I can defeat Lachlan in a one-on-one battle, but if it came down to ye, I’d let him have ma head.”

      A lump formed in Avery’s throat. It wasn’t only his words. Xavier’s expression was nothing short of genuine. He wanted her. Wanted her permanently. “Do you love me Xavier?”

      “The human word for love doesn’t fully encompass a dragon’s need to bond, but I suppose it is as good a human word as any.”

      He took another step closer. Everything he’d said rang true. She’d seen the dragon mating bond in action with Raven and Gabriel and with Nathaniel and Clarissa. And the truth was, although she couldn’t accept Xavier’s bond for all the reasons she’d mentioned before, she too felt an inexplicable link between them. She would never want to do anything to put him in danger. And he was right—she would be a distraction.

      “Okay.” She glanced at her feet. And then she closed the space between them and took him into her arms.
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      Xavier took Avery into his arms and buried his face in her hair. Wrapped around her like this, he was reminded how fragile she was, how incredibly human. He drew her scent into his lungs, sweet and clean. It would be so easy to give in to his urge to take her. The way she leaned into him indicated her willingness certain enough. What was it she’d said in the barn? If he hadn’t mentioned the mating bond, she’d be leaving footprints on the ceiling.

      All his instincts told him she’d be as accommodating now. But could he make love to her without the bond? Not without hurting himself. He was already in too deep. And she’d be leaving soon.

      “We should eat and rest. We’ll part ways in the morning.”

      She gave him a small nod, her eyes watery. He reckoned she felt it too, this immediate, consuming connection.

      Stepping outside, away from her, he rejoiced in the feel of the rain, the cool breeze against his hot skin. Avery Tanglewood was an enigma, both a balm and a poison to his soul. There was no doubt in his mind that she’d been sent by the Mountain in answer to his prayer when he was Lachlan’s prisoner, but given the circumstances, he wondered if the goddess had a sense of humor.

      “I canna believe ye let her speak to ye that way.” Glenna formed in front him, her wings sparkling in the rain.

      He grunted. “How? Like ye talk ta me?”

      She gasped. “That isn’t the same. She’s a mortal.”

      “A mortal who holds ma heart,” he murmured.

      Glenna’s face drooped with her wings. There was a long pause. “She’s a witch. Has to be. She’s ensnared ye with her feminine wiles.”

      He grunted. “A happy prisoner I may be.”

      “She is a witch, ye ken? She saw me when she shouldn’t ’ave been able ta.”

      He furrowed his brow. “She saw ye like I see ye?”

      “Aye.”

      Xavier’s head began to ache as he thought about Avery. He rubbed it now as he considered Glenna. “Would ye do me a kindness?”

      “Anything, ma laird.”

      “Make us supper.”

      “Ma pleasure. Anything particular ye might like, considering it may be yer last?”

      He sighed. “Do your best with whatever you can gather. The brownie who lives here stocked the cupboards, but he can’t cook like ye. I want it ta be special before…” He looked down at a puddle forming near his feet.

      “Before ye have ta say goodbye.”

      “Aye.” He lifted his head to meet her eyes. 

      Glenna’s expression softened. “I’ll make ye something ta remember.”

      She drifted toward the cabin, and Xavier returned to the stable and chores he’d left behind. An hour later with the cow milked and the brownie fed, Xavier returned to find the table set with a dinner only an oread was capable of. There was roast rabbit that she must have hunted herself, herbed root vegetables, boiled greens, and fresh bread.

      Glenna was gone, but Avery was there, standing by the fire and dressed only in her shift. He had to force his mouth not to drop open.

      Her deep blue eyes seemed to darken as she looked at him, as if he’d dived into the loch and was sinking into its depths.

      “My dress was wet.” She ran her fingers through her curly hair, the drying coils falling loose around her shoulders.

      “You are… truly lovely.” His throat turned hot and dry, as if he’d recently breathed fire. Oh, there was a blaze inside him, but it wasn’t in his throat. He tore his eyes away from the bewitching way the fire’s glow shone through her thin shift. “Are ye hungry?”

      “Starving. I was just waiting for you.” She strode to the table, and he held out a chair before taking a seat across from her. “How is it you’re dry? You just came from outside.”

      He grinned. “Body heat. I dry quickly.”

      The light that came from her answering smile cut straight to his heart.

      “I guess there are benefits to being a dragon.”

      He watched her fill her plate and start to eat. The meal was delectable, but he picked at his food.

      “I think ye’re wrong, Avery.”

      “About what?”

      “About not being a witch.”

      She snorted. “We’ve talked about this before. There isn’t anything special about me.”

      He shook his head slowly. How could a woman so beautiful and strong have absolutely no self-awareness of her many stunning attributes?

      “I find ye utterly enchanting. Spellbinding, beyond explanation. You have bewitched me.”

      She lowered the piece of bread she was holding to her plate and stared at him. “You’re the first one to think so.” Her voice held a breathless quality, and she tucked her hair behind her ear. He wished he had done it for her. He longed to stroke one of her curls between his fingers. “And,” she continued, “that doesn’t mean I’m a witch. It just means your dragon has a crush on me.”

      He scratched his chin, studying her. “Nay. I think I may be seein’ ye clearly fur the very first time.”

      She flashed him a demure smile. “Oh?”

      “You told me our first day here that ye were the only one who could touch yer sister’s egg aside from her.”

      “True.” She tilted her head.

      “And ye walked away from the brownie the first time he tried ta lead ye here.”

      “I was in a hurry. I needed to find you.”

      “Aye. Only, most humans can’t resist such an invitation, or even see a brownie in order to feed him as ye did.”

      Her expression became thoughtful as she eased back in her chair. “I think I’d know if I had any supernatural powers. Believe me, I’d have used them many times over.”

      “Aye, but ye did. Ye lied to Lachlan’s face while holding his hand.”

      “It wasn’t hard. The man made my skin crawl.” She shivered. “I’d rather eat dirt than give him anything he wanted.”

      “He’s a fairy, Avery. Detecting a lie is one of his most notable powers. You were immune to it.”

      Her expression turned wary.

      “And ye opened ma cell, although it was sealed shut with ma own enchantment.”

      Her fingers pressed into her lips. “Okay, that was odd.”

      “And ye resisted the siren’s call at the MacEacherns.”

      A deep furrow appeared in her forehead and her eyes started to mist. “Xavier? What does it mean?”

      “You did all these things, Avery, because ye have a very powerful and sophisticated magic, and I only now recognize it fur what it is.” He laughed. “I felt it when I kissed you in the barn. Ye practically buzz with power, ye ken.”

      “Please, I don’t understand.”

      He was upsetting her, but she had to know the truth.

      “The egg canna hurt you because ye are immune to its defenses. Lachlan’s mind control won’t ever work on ye. Even my magic fizzles in yer hands, which is why ye could open ma cell door. You, Avery, are immune to magic.”

      She blinked at him, then laughed deeply. “That can’t be true. I’ve had magic used on me before. I was part of a very strong spell to rebind me to my sisters.”

      “Rebind you. You were separated. No power. Isn’t that what you told me?”

      “Exactly, and still I could hold little Charlie… the egg.”

      He nodded slowly as his own understanding dawned. “Because yer ability to soothe is inherent in you, in your human body. I bet ye’ve always been good at calming people.”

      “Well, yes.”

      “Because ye were born with the innate ability to neutralize negative energy. You told me ye were exceptionally gifted at calming rowdy patrons at the Three Sisters.”

      “Anyone who works in the service industry develops that talent.” She shook her head.

      So defiant. He traced the firm set of her lips with his gaze. “I was wrong. You weren’t immune to the egg’s magic. Your very human self soothed it into trusting ye. And then ye came here, and yer magic woke and grew stronger still when ye encountered the brownie, and Lachlan, and opened ma cell.”

      She was shaking her head, denying it.

      “Why can’t ye believe that ye’re special? There has never been anyone like ye, Avery. I have lived over five hundred years, two hundred in Paragon and another three hundred in this realm. I’ve met thousands of supernatural creatures and even more humans. I’ve communed with witches and fairies alike. But you, ye are a treasure.”

      He watched her carefully for her reaction and was disappointed when none came. She held perfectly still, not even a flutter of her eyelid giving away what she thought of his ode of devotion.

      Finally her blue gaze met his. “I don’t think I can leave you.”
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      Nothing could have prepared Avery for this moment. Nathaniel had tried to warn her the night he’d read her tarot cards when she’d flipped over the moon card, but she hadn’t really understood what he’d meant. At the time, he’d told her it represented her transformation and a possible romance. She’d just never allowed herself to believe either of those things could actually happen.

      But now here she was, changed. Her first instinct was to deny the magic Xavier had pointed out to her, to protest that she was as normal and human as she’d ever been. Only, what he said made too much sense for her to deny it. She’d never been able to explain to herself how Xavier’s cell door had opened for her or why she’d been immune to the siren’s call when Mr. MacEachern had practically drowned himself. Something else, she’d felt it, a strange unraveling inside her since she’d come here, since she’d been with him.

      He wanted her to go. Wanted to keep her safe. But the thought of leaving him now, it made her feel nauseous.

      “Say something.” His expression grew demanding. “Tell me ye believe what ye are.”

      “I-I believe you.” The sweet warmth of his breath grazed her cheek when he exhaled. “It makes sense. I know this sounds crazy, but I could feel it, earlier, when you were kissing me. It felt like a seed was growing in me. Spreading. I feel different. Stronger somehow.”

      Across the table, Xavier sat back and rubbed his fingers against his thumb in quiet contemplation. “Dragons give off magic. ’Tis what draws the oreads to us, what feeds them.” The intensity building in his gaze was mesmerizing. “If ye have magic in ye, bein’ near a dragon will strengthen it.”

      “But I’ve spent the past two months before coming here with most of your siblings and I didn’t feel like this.”

      He gave a slow, decidedly masculine smile. “Maybe ye were wi’ the wrong dragon.”

      Despite herself, she giggled and felt her cheeks heat. He was just so damn alluring. She recalled their passion inside the barn again, the feel of him in her hand. Her skin grew hotter and she covered her face with her hands.

      “Donna hide from me, lassie. You’re a work of art when ye blush.” His voice was gritty and deep—the voice of his dragon. “I love it.”

      “It’s embarrassing. I’m a grown woman.” She sucked her bottom lip between her teeth. “It’s just… what you do to me. I’ve never felt this kind of attraction to anyone.”

      She heard his chair slide back from the table, but his movement was faster than her eye could track. He was in front of her in a blink, extending his bear paw of a hand toward her.

      “Xavier…” It would only make things harder if they acted on their feelings.

      “Dance with me, lass.” His voice dropped. “Ye needna do more than let me hold ye.”

      “There isn’t any music.”

      “You can sing us a tune.”

      She snorted a small laugh. “No, I can’t. I couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket.”

      “All right, then mine will have ta do.” He flexed his fingers in an inviting gesture.

      Slipping her hand into his, she gasped as he tugged her out of her chair and against him easily, as if she weighed nothing. His chest was broad and hard, a veritable wall of flesh that made her feel tiny in comparison. She hadn’t noticed in the barn, so distracted was she by other parts of his anatomy.

      “Do ye know this one?” He started humming a tune with a familiar cadence and turning her about the room.

      She wasn’t familiar with the tune itself, but there was no mistaking the dance. “Where did you learn how to waltz?”

      “Is that what it’s called? I saw it done once when I was travelin’, before I settled here.”

      She laughed. “Well, it became quite popular for hundreds of years throughout Europe.”

      He paused his humming and gave her a dashing smile. “Really? ’Twas considered scandalous when I witnessed it.” His hand pressed into the small of her back as they circled past the fire in the small space.

      Feigning outrage, she fluttered her lashes. “Mr. Campbell, are you saying you deliberately chose to lead me through a dance you thought was scandalous? Are you trying to ruin my reputation?”

      “Considering I am the only one around to witness any scandalous activity, I reckon I’m attempting to learn what reputation ye deserve.”

      The laugh that tore through her caused her to miss a step, but he lifted her easily by the waist until his guidance had her back on track. “Where I come from, it’s not so bad a thing to admit when you want someone. It takes more than a waltz to scandalize the modern world.”

      “What does it take?” he whispered, his breath caressing the shell of her ear.

      That voice was like warm honey, the voice of a man who had no business teasing her so mercilessly. It was an invitation to sin, and she was too weak to deny the temptation. He was taller than her, the top of her head level with his nose, and she raised her chin in small increments until they were face-to-face, only a matter of inches between their lips.

      The rain poured harder now, battering the walls of the cottage. Wind howled in the darkening sky. The noise of the burgeoning storm was nothing compared to the low purr that started in his chest again, vibrating against her. What had he called it in the stables? His mating trill.

      His lips were parted and near, but he didn’t close the distance between his mouth and hers. What was he waiting for? The answer came to her in her next heartbeat. He offered. He wants you to say yes.

      “I can’t bond with you. It would be a promise I couldn’t keep,” she murmured, their breath mingling between them.

      “I heard ye the first time.” He didn’t move. He didn’t pull away. “We have only this moment, Avery. Nothing else is guaranteed. If ye knew this would be the last time ye saw me, how would ye like to say goodbye?”

      The fire flickered. Somewhere a tree branch slapped the wall, scraping like claws against the stone. “Don’t talk like that. You promised me you’d come to Mistwood to meet with Nathaniel and the others.”

      His arms tightened marginally. “I’ll do ma best.”

      His best. He had no idea if he’d be successful. Lachlan was terrifying. Who knew what tricks he’d have up his sleeve tomorrow, and the entire village—people Xavier had known and loved—would be turned against him.

      “Then, in answer to your question, I’d like to say goodbye in a way that will motivate you to succeed tomorrow. A way that shows you I fully expect you to keep your promise.”

      “Oh?”

      She rose up on her toes and brushed her lips, featherlight, against his. His arms tightened around her, and his mouth became one with hers. He was so big she felt like he’d wrapped completely around her. She reveled in his embrace. The warm cocoon of his body felt like a shelter from the storm. The kiss grew in intensity, his mouth claiming hers. His fingers explored the contours of her face in a way that belied the size and strength of his hands.

      “This will only make things harder for both of us.” A storm was brewing in her, one far more tumultuous than the one beating the roof outside.

      “I know.”

      She reached for his belt and started unlatching it. It rattled to the floor and his kilt dropped, leaving him in nothing but his long white shirt. She, on the other hand, was already stripped down to her shift. He traced her nipples with his thumbs through the thin fabric, and they swelled beneath his touch.

      “Avery.”

      Her name on his lips filled her with pleasure. She ran her hands along his neck and over the outside of his arms.

      “Take this off,” she demanded, tugging on his shirt.

      He did as she asked, and the effect was glorious. His arms, corded with thick muscle, bunched and stretched as he grabbed the back of the collar and pulled it over his head. Her gaze raked down his sculpted body, every part of him hard and toned, powerful.

      “Do I please you?” Laser focused on her reaction, his knowing smile deepened.

      She forced her eyes back into her head and gave him a nonchalant shrug. “It’ll do.”

      Under her palms, his chest rumbled with laughter. He reached for her shift.

      “What are you doing?” She backed up a step.

      “Evening the score.”

      “Ah, but you took your own shirt off. To be fair, I should do the unveiling.” Slowly, she allowed her fingers to drift toward her hem and lifted it in quarter-inch increments. It was half a minute before he could see her upper thigh.

      Xavier growled and murmured, “I’m immortal, but the room may fall down around us.”

      At last, she put him out of his misery and pulled it over her head, casting it aside.

      He swallowed hard and his trill grew louder. He cleared thickness from his throat before saying, “By the Mountain, ye’re a bonny lass. Come here and prove ye’re real and not a fairy trick.”

      Legs trembling with nerves, she moved to meet him. It had been a long time since she’d made love. Years. Could a woman ever prepare herself for sex with a dragon?

      As their mouths met again in a passionate kiss, his hands skimmed along her spine and then her waist, her breasts. He mounded one in his palm and leaned down to draw her nipple between his teeth. There was an edge to this pleasure, the sharp nip livening the gentle pressure of suction and tongue. Avery moaned and dug her fingers into his auburn hair.

      “The sounds you make,” he rumbled. “Let’s see if I can play a tune.”

      He swept her off her feet and whirled her around until she felt weightless and disoriented, then settled her gently on the furs and blankets that had served as his bed in front of the fire.

      “What sound will ye make if I kiss ye here?” He pressed his lips to the inside of her elbow, his tongue tracing the vein there.

      She moaned at the heavenly feeling and basked in the glow of his self-satisfied smile. Dragging her nails down his chest and the hard planes of his stomach, she wrapped her hand around his shaft. “Let’s make it a duet.”

      He didn’t disappoint. His trill rumbled and his wings unfurled above her, filling the small room. She stared at the webbed wonders, awed she could inspect them up close. She trailed her fingers along the edge that extended beyond his shoulder. The scales were coppery with a blue undertone that came from fine, almost invisible feathers between the scales. They blended down into a fleshy web similar to a bat’s wings. At the apex of the arc, at the front of each wing, a talon as large as a bear claw extended toward her.

      She hooked her hand in one. “These are intimidating.”

      He stretched and flapped the wing gently against her hold. “They should be. We use them to fight.”

      “Each other?” The thought of Xavier using the massive claws to fight another dragon made her stomach clench.

      “Aye.”
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      “Donna be afraid. I won’t hurt ye.” Xavier had seen darkness in Avery’s expression when he’d mentioned using his talons to fight. He hadn’t meant to frighten her, merely to answer her question. Stretched out on the floor, he rolled off her and propped himself on his elbow beside her.

      “I’m not afraid,” she said quickly.

      “These talons”—he flexed his wings—“have a purpose. You hook them into yer opponent’s to hold him fast so he canna get away, and then ye pummel him bloody with yer fists.”

      “Sounds unpleasant.” She stroked a finger along the shell of his ear. “Especially considering what you told me before.”

      Memories of the pit filled his brain and distracted him from their intimate moment. The earthy stench of spilled dragon’s blood filled his nose, and the pain of his father, Killian, resetting his bones so that he’d heal faster filled his memory.

      “We did it because we had to, not because we wanted to.”

      “What I don’t understand is the why of it?” She frowned. “Was it to make a soldier out of you? To protect Paragon in case of war?”

      “That’s what they told us, but our kingdom hadn’t seen war in over a thousand years. I believe it was for sport. Entertainment for the Highborn Court and those who wanted to be seen with them. They would often bet on our matches.” He sighed heavily.

      “Brutal.”

      “Aye.”

      She examined his face, and understanding sparked in her eyes. “Was that why you created this place? To avoid unnecessary violence?”

      It had been a long time since he’d thought about why he’d created the builgean. “As a dragon, I could have annihilated the Jacobites or changed the destiny of their cause.”

      “You chose door number three.”

      “Aye. I’m not above fighting, ye ken, but it wasna ma war.”

      “It wasn’t your war, and you refused to be used as a weapon.”

      “Aye.”

      “Last night… you said what was happening in Paragon wasn’t your war either. Is that why? Do you feel like if you join your siblings to battle Eleanor, you’re just being used again? Only Gabriel can sit on the throne, and you’ve already spilled enough blood in the pits?”

      He gazed at her, his heart swelling with affection. “It’s as if ye know ma very soul, Avery.”

      She blinked. “I… I think I get it. You and I are so much alike.” She shook her head. “I came here because I was sick of living my life for someone else. And you built this place for the same reason.”

      He rubbed a lock of her silky hair between his fingers. “Aye.”

      “Only, if I hadn’t made myself vulnerable and stayed here to help you, I would never have understood my own power or fallen in love with you.”

      His heart skipped in his chest as his eyes bored into hers, seeking the truth. “You love me?”

      “Yes, I do.”

      Xavier’s heart pounded anew when she raised a hand to tease the talon of his right wing, then scraped her nails along the inside webbing. He shivered and closed his eyes. “Ye canna imagine how good that feels or how much I love ye in return.”

      “It must be incredible to be able to fly.”

      He opened his eyes and smiled wide. “I can take ye for a ride if ye wish.”

      She seemed to roll the offer over in her mind. “Okay. After.”

      Her fingers dug into his hair, and she drew him on top of her. He was more than happy to lose himself again in her sweet lips. It was the most natural thing in the world to lower his weight between her thighs. Propped on his elbows above her, he’d never experienced anything like her. She was a goddess, a formidable fortress, a fellow warrior. She wrapped her legs easily around his hips. All he had to do was reposition himself and he’d be inside her. His dragon surged beneath his skin, desperate to have her.

      This was folly. This was madness. What would it do to him, to his dragon, to do this and then watch her leave tomorrow? They were from two different worlds. He might as well sentence his heart to hell.

      Yet, if he didn’t, he’d always regret it. To feel like this, even for a moment, was worth an eternity of pain. This was bliss. It was heaven. Who would refuse their only chance inside the pearly gates even if they couldn’t stay?

      “Please.” She squirmed beneath him, positioning her hips. “Xavier, please.”

      Her expression was his undoing. She was begging, almost in tears for want of him. He lowered his hips and slid into her.

      He thought he might come apart for the feel of her, warm and soft beneath him. The sigh of pleasure she released made his dragon rise to the surface. The instinct to claim her as his own was overwhelming, and he would. Even without a mating bond, he’d make her remember this.

      “My God, Xavier. This is beyond anything… ever…” She touched her forehead to his chin, braced herself on his shoulders, and thrust her hips into his.

      He growled. He’d meant to go slow, to make love to her tenderly, but Avery had other ideas.

      “Harder.” She moaned, digging her nails into his back beneath his wings.

      He gave her what she wanted, unleashing his inner beast hard and fast until he feared he might hurt her. Thrust for thrust, she matched his pace, and then in a feat of strength he wasn’t expecting, she rolled him over. His wing slapped the bench, sending it skidding across the wood floor.

      She rose above him, one hand braced on his chest the other grabbing and tugging the talon of his left wing. Her hips ground against his. Arching, she tipped her head back and cried out. The sight of her rising and falling above him drove him into a frenzy, and her rough play ignited his passion to a level between making love and a physical attack.

      He sat up, driving deeper into her. A crack of thunder rattled the walls, and lightning lit up the windows. The storm outside was nothing like the one raging between them. She bit him lightly on the jaw and scratched along his ribs, scoring his skin. The pain was pure ecstasy.

      Fisting her hair, he bent her head back and nipped her throat, soothing the bite with tender kisses. She only ground harder against him. Her breasts mounded against his chest, between their bodies.

      “You’re mine, Avery.” His dragon hissed, wild and feral, from his soul. “You’ll always be mine.”

      He thrust harder inside her, and her pleasure seized her in a violent quake that tipped his own over the edge. With a long, low growl, he emptied himself into her. Surely he’d died and gone back to the Mountain. Everything was fire and heat and his love for this woman.

      He flopped onto his back, and she stretched like a lazy cat over his chest. “I donna know whit’s changed in the outside world, but I’d no idea people did it like that.”

      “Like what?” She laughed.

      “Rough. Almost violent. I hope I didn’t hurt ye.”

      She blushed fire red. “Oh… They don’t. I… I just couldn’t help myself. You didn’t hurt me. Did I hurt you?”

      They both laughed. “Nay,” he said softly, then added, “Not yet.”

      She slid off him and tucked into his side. He could have sworn he saw a tear roll from her eye. He wiped it away with his thumb.

      “Are ye all right, lass?”

      Her kiss landed on his jaw. “Just a bit of ash in my eye from the fire.”

      He grunted and pulled her closer, drawing the blankets up over her shoulders. He swiped a thumb under his own eye. It seemed the ash had gotten to him as well.
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      Avery woke in slow increments, recalling exactly where she was. Tucked into Xavier’s side, she experienced a swell of affection for the Highland dragon. But she was also very, very sore. She suppressed a groan as she stretched and inspected herself. Her inner thighs were bruised, and more sensitive spots on her anatomy were equally tender.

      She’d done this to herself, to be sure. She’d made love to Xavier last night as if she could permanently join the two of them if she just fucked him hard enough. The act was raw and primal. She hadn’t noticed then how violently she’d participated, but she felt it now. Felt as if she could barely move.

      None of her bruises held a candle to what was going on in her heart.

      Xavier stirred beside her. His soulful and serious blue eyes gazed at her in silence.

      “’Tis still vera early. Before dawn,” he said. “But I think we should both be on our way. The hunters will be scouring the hills, and I want them nowhere near ye.”

      She nodded but didn’t break eye contact. Couldn’t look away. Didn’t want to blink. And then a stupid thought led to a stupid action, and before she could stop herself, she said, “I don’t want you to go.”

      “Aye. No one wants to go inta battle, but the war must be fought.”

      “No, it doesn’t. Come with me… to the outside.”

      He shook his head. “You know I can’t. I can’t leave ma people to be murdered by that maniac.”

      “But…” She squirmed next him and blinked back tears. “I love you, Xavier. I do. I love you. You’re the first thing…” She chewed her lip. “You are the first thing I ever really wanted for myself.”

      “Aye. I love ye too. Enough to offer ye an eternal bond. And I suppose what happened last night sealed that deal for me, although ye are still free of it.”

      She inhaled sharply. “Are you suggesting you bonded with me even though I wouldn’t bond back?”

      He nodded. “Sometimes we canna help it. Ma dragon wants ye. There will be no other for me—not ever.”

      She shuddered in his arms. “Ugh. This is stupid.” She couldn’t go. Not now. “I’m coming with you.”

      He leaned over her, not a hint of levity in his expression. “No. You’re going home. You’re going to live a long, happy life in yer world. If all goes well, I’ll see ye at Mistwood in a day or two.”

      She searched his face, then said firmly, “I’m going.”

      He shook his head. “After last night, I canna risk it. Yer presence would put us both in danger. The second someone saw ye, Lachlan would use ye against me.”

      He was right. She knew he was right. And it was the hardest thing she’d ever had to do when she pushed him off her to stand up. “Fine. Then let’s not prolong the inevitable.”

      “Avery!”

      He called after her, and she made the mistake of glancing back at him. His fully nude form stood from a crouch, every muscle as etched and pronounced as she remembered. No wonder she was sore. The man was a marble statue whose sculptor hadn’t skimped anywhere.

      She closed her eyes, turned away, and marched into the bedroom, closing the door behind her. Her heart pounded. The memory of him filling her flooded her mind, and her hands trembled as she dressed. Never would another man live up to last night. She might as well become a damned nun when she returned home.

      She laid the outfit the brownie had obtained for her on the bed and dressed in the one she’d come in, the leggings and the hiking boots. She repacked her bag, slipping it onto her back. By the time she exited, Xavier had dressed as well. He looked positively regal in his kilt, his hair braided and Fairy Killer hanging at his hip. She narrowed her eyes at the fierce sight of him. If Lachlan wasn’t shaking in his boots about what was coming for him today, then he’d never truly known Xavier. This man was a warrior.

      “I’m ready.”

      “That makes one of us,” he grumbled.

      Choking back her useless tears, she strode past him, out the door and toward the barn where Tàirn waited. Xavier’s reasons were sound. She agreed they were both doing the right thing. So why did it feel so damned wrong?

      Because you didn’t say yes. She’d reached Tàirn but balked, the searing pain in her chest almost bringing her to her knees. Clarity exploded between her temples. Xavier was the first thing in her life she had truly wanted, and she’d rejected him because of geography. Talk about being so focused on the trees she couldn’t see the forest! In her desire to keep nothing from thwarting her quest to find her future, she’d almost cast the most important part of it aside. Love.

      Snorting her derision, she took Tàirn’s reins and led the horse out of the stall to where Xavier waited in front of the cottage. “Ye ken where ye’re goin’, aye? Head due west, same direction ye arrived from. Ye’ll find the place ye dropped in. I’d thought before that either Glenna or I would have to let ye out, but now that we know ye’re immune to magic, I reckon ye’ll be able to pass through the ward at the foot of the mountain on yer own.”

      She nodded, avoiding his eyes. Without being asked, he lifted her easily into the saddle, and she settled her skirts around herself, gathering the reins in her hands.

      “By the Mountain, woman. After everything we’ve been through, are ye not even goin’ to say yer farewells?”

      Swallowing hard, she took a fortifying breath and looked him dead in the eye. “Yes,” she said firmly.

      He nodded, confused by her curt reply.

      “Yes, I accept the bond.”

      His eyes widened until she could see white all around the blue of his irises. He reached up to touch her, but she pressed her calf to the horse and maneuvered away from his hands, shaking her head.

      “If you want your bonded mate, Xavier, then kill Lachlan and come for me. I’ll be waiting for you at the gate. I’ll only pass through if I’m in danger. I expect you to succeed and come for me. Do you understand me?”

      She wondered if it was a low blow, accepting the bond now, but she wanted his inner dragon to stop at nothing to get back to her. She needn’t have worried. He straightened and gave her a wolfish smile that rocked her deep in her core.

      “Vera well, ma mate. I will win back ma lands and then find ye, and when I do, ye best be prepared to have ma hands on ye.”

      The impish smile she returned held nothing but promise. “I look forward to it.”

      Before she could change her mind, she turned Tàirn and kicked him into a run.
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      She’d accepted the bond! Fire raged in Xavier’s chest. His instinct was to go after her and never leave her side, but now not only did his loyalty to his people drive his steps but also her mandate that he succeed. Avery was a cunning woman, and she knew exactly what she was doing. He’d never been so motivated in his long life.

      He fed the brownie one last time, just as the sun’s rays broke the horizon. “Thank ye, ma friend, for yer help.”

      The fairy wrinkled its cream-covered nose and smiled at him. Xavier turned himself invisible, spread his wings, and flew for Castle Dunchridhe. The sooner he killed Lachlan, the faster he’d be back in Avery’s arms.

      He was thinking of her still as he arrived within view of the castle. His heart sank. Lachlan was expecting him.

      The entire clan stood in the road leading to the castle, and every person was armed. Their arrows, swords, crossbows and bolts gleamed metallic in the sun. But the worst part was their eyes. Empty, dead eyes, as if they were in a trance. Completely within Lachlan’s control.

      His stomach twisted as he recognized each of them—his friends, his fellow clansmen. He soared over them toward the castle, and that’s when he saw Lachlan and the cruel trick he’d played. He’d placed Mistress Abernathy on the castle’s hoard, a noose around her neck. Lachlan stood beside her, so close that one of his feet rested precariously between her legs, a gleaming rapier in his right hand.

      It was clear now that she was meant to be the bait. If Xavier showed himself, the clan would shoot him. If he flew straight for Lachlan, he risked the fairy tripping Mistress Abernathy and sending her tumbling over the wall, which would break her neck. If he soared into Mistress Abernathy and carried her back from the edge of the hoard, Lachlan would use the distraction to stab him with his sword, which was undoubtedly made from the metal enchanted to weaken him. If he got too close or tried to snap the rope encircling Mistress Abernathy’s neck, Lachlan would smell him and either cause the old woman to fall as a distraction or simply stab him.

      Lachlan was an excellent swordsman and faster than any human. Xavier couldn’t take any of those scenarios lightly. Which left him only one choice.

      He drifted high over Lachlan’s head, careful to distance himself so that his scent wouldn’t give him away. He circled around the castle and landed silently on the castle wall behind Lachlan. In that position, the villagers would not be able to shoot at him without hitting Lachlan first. He raised Fairy Killer and dropped his invisibility.

      “Let her go, Lachlan, and let’s settle this as men.”

      Lachlan turned his platinum-blond head slowly and stared at him with cold black eyes. “I’m no man, and neither are ye.”

      He swept Mistress Abernathy’s legs out from under her.

      Xavier moved as fast as he was able, swooping over the edge of the castle and catching Mistress Abernathy before the noose could close. He loosened the rope and pulled it over her head while twisting his body in flight to avoid the stab of Lachlan’s rapier. Arrows flew from below, and Xavier dived and then climbed to avoid them, moving for the cover of the east stone turret. He landed with Mistress Abernathy inside the window and kicked in the leaded glass as a storm of arrows bounced harmlessly off the stone.

      “Are you well?” he asked her, but her face was blank, her hands down by her sides. She might as well have been staring absentmindedly across the loch rather than recovering from a close call with death. Her lips twitched. He shook her by the shoulders gently. “Can ye not speak?”

      She blinked rapidly at him; then her right hand tore from her pocket and thrust a dagger into his gut. The pain was instant and unbearable. He pushed her away and stumbled backward toward the window.

      “Must slay the dragon,” she mumbled. She screamed then, screamed for the guards as if he were ripping her heart out.

      Betrayal shivered down his spine as Xavier tugged the dagger from his flesh and dropped it. Enchanted steel. Blood gurgled from the wound.

      Mistress Abernathy bared her teeth and lunged for the weapon. One day she’d be free from Lachlan’s control and regret this, but today was not that day. Xavier leaped backward out the window and allowed himself to fall fast. He landed in a crouch in front of the castle, facing a legion of his own clan, every one dead set on killing him.

      A hand grabbed him by the shirt and pulled him behind the castle wall inside the raised portcullis before another barrage of arrows fell where he’d been standing. Glenna pressed her hands to his wound, which wasn’t healing. It would eventually now that he’d pulled the dagger out, but the healing would be slow and painful thanks to the enchanted metal.

      “Oh, she got you good. They’re all under his control, my laird. All but me. And he’s ordered them to fire at ye on sight.”

      “Then we take away their sight.” He made himself invisible. Stripping, he dropped the sword on the heap of his clothes. “If I shift, I’ll heal, and my scales will repel the arrows.”

      Glenna nodded her understanding.

      “Bring these to me as soon as you are safely able. Guard the sword with yer life. ’Tis our only sure method of killing Lachlan.”

      “Aye, ma laird.”

      He bent and stretched, transforming into his true dragon form. He targeted Lachlan on the hoard. The fairy’s eyes scanned the yard for him as he sniffed the air, no doubt catching his scent on the wind. As he slithered from behind the castle wall, his thoughts became simple as they always were when he was in his beast’s skin. He must end Lachlan even if he had to bite the fairy’s head off with his own teeth.

      He beat his wings, lifting into the air and sending a downdraft over the people below, strong enough to make them raise their arms in front of their faces. They lifted their weapons and aimed at the source. Invisible or not, Xavier didn’t have much time. He didn’t need it. All he had to do was break Lachlan’s hold over the clan and he’d be home free.

      He snapped at the fairy’s head, but Lachlan stumbled back from the edge. Xavier missed. Lachlan pointed his sword straight at him.

      “I donna need to see ye to run ye through,” Lachlan said. “Come, dragon. ’Tis time for the fairy to slay ye for real.”

      Xavier couldn’t speak in his dragon form but inhaled a great stream of air into his lungs and, with that breath, sent a blast of dragon fire to consume the wicked fairy. The flames completely engulfed Lachlan, sword and all. Xavier didn’t stop until every flicker of flame had left his lungs. He wasn’t sure if dragon’s fire could kill a fairy, but if he was going to try, he was going to give it his best shot. But when his fire finally dwindled, Lachlan was gone. Not ash. Not scorched. Gone.

      The clatter of chain links preceded a heavy weight landing on Xavier’s back. His invisibility flickered out and his wings stopped working. He tipped over the edge of the hoard and crashed onto the grass in front of the castle, his body wrapped in enchanted chain mesh.

      Lachlan strode toward him. Xavier tried to raise his head and failed. His horns caught in the mesh, but no matter what he tried, he couldn’t shake it. The fairy placed his hands on his hips and his boot firmly on Xavier’s neck. The net drained his magic, left him helpless.

      “Ye’ve always underestimated ma abilities, Xavier,” Lachlan said to him. “Fairies are masters of illusion. Look at me! I’ve slain the dragon again. What songs they will sing while ye rot in the dungeon where ye belong.”

      A wave of nausea overcame him as the enchantment in the metal forced him to shift back into his human form. He lay in the grass naked and helpless.

      “The problem is ye never understood why I need this place more than you. A fairy changeling, Xavier, is left when the fairies steal a human child. The fairies want the baby, but they also want to get rid of the changeling. My kind were cruel to me in the land of light. They left me behind in the builgean to rot in the shadow of yer human clan. But I am far more powerful than those bastards ever knew. This is my world now, and all will serve me.” Lachlan grabbed the back of Xavier’s head and dragged his face up from the grass to see his evil grin.

      With Xavier’s last ounce of magic, he attempted to reach out to Glenna via the oread’s bond.

      Tell Avery to run. Tell her to go to Mistwood. If the oread responded, he didn’t hear it. Lachlan let Xavier’s face crash into the grass again, and then his boot came down on his temple and the lights went out.
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      Avery could barely see and was thankful that Tàirn seemed to know where he was going. Her eyes were practically swollen shut from the endless crying she’d experienced after leaving Xavier. Even now she sobbed as if she’d ripped out her own heart and left it in that cottage.

      “Stop! Avery, stop!”

      Avery tugged on the reins and brought Tàirn to a halt at the sound of Glenna’s voice. She knew it was serious when the oread flew at her, fully visible, and hovered at her side.

      “Glenna, what’s happened?”

      The oread looked positively distraught.

      “Lachlan captured Xavier.” Glenna’s voice cracked. “He told me to tell ye to go on to Mistwood.” Tears glittered like diamonds on the oread’s cheeks.

      Avery’s heart clenched. She turned Tàirn around.

      “Didn’t ye hear me, mistress? He wants ye to go!”

      “I heard you, and I will do as I please.”

      To her surprise, Glenna gave her a barely perceptible smile.

      “Do you have the sword? Do have Fairy Killer?” Avery asked.

      A bundle of clothing and a scabbard appeared in Glenna’s arms, and the oread handed it all to her. Avery snatched up Fairy Killer and slung it over her head and shoulder, the blade verily singing to her from its scabbard. She wiped under her eyes and shoved Xavier’s clothes into her saddlebag.

      “What do ye plan ta do?”

      Avery smiled in a way that must have been chilling based on the expression on the oread’s face.

      “I’m going to go save my mate.”
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      Tàirn seemed to understand the gravity of Avery’s situation because the stallion all but flew for the castle. She’d never ridden this hard or fast, and she clung to the horse’s mane, giving the magnificent beast full rein. By the time they reached the castle, she was sure her joints were going to come undone.

      She slowed Tàirn and surveyed the road leading to the castle. People were drinking and singing, dancing in the street.

      Without dismounting, she reached down and grabbed the collar of the closest man to her. “What’s going on?”

      “Lachlan killed the dragon!” he said excitedly. His eyes locked on her face. “You’re that girl.” He drew his dirk and swung it in a wide, drunken arc toward her.

      Avery’s blood ran cold. She caught his wrist and stopped the blade from reaching her. In her higher position on Tàirn, it would have landed in her gut or thigh. He opened his mouth as if to scream her identity to everyone around them, but she grabbed his bottom jaw with her opposite hand and squeezed. Tàirn stomped his feet at the shift of her weight in the saddle, but she used her legs to keep him in place.

      All at once, Avery became aware of a tingle in her fingers, that same electric current she’d noticed when she’d opened Xavier’s cell. The man blinked rapidly up at her as if he were waking from a deep sleep.

      “Where’s Lachlan?” she asked.

      “Who are ye? What do ye want wi’ Lachlan?”

      Avery’s eyes narrowed. The man’s pupils had gone from rheumy to clear, and he seemed to no longer recognize her. “Can you help me? I need to find Xavier.”

      “Xavier?” He shrugged. “In residence at Castle Dunchridhe, I ken?”

      “You know Xavier?” A flicker of hope ignited in her chest.

      “Of course. He’s laird and chief of our clan. Ye have a strange way of speakin’, lass. Who are ye?”

      At once she realized Xavier was right about her abilities. She was immune to magic and could use her power to break the spells over these men and women. And the best part was, once she did, they remembered.

      She released him, then urged Tàirn forward. People in the crowd had started to recognize her. They pointed and seethed, reaching for their weapons. Avery grabbed the face of the biggest man she could find. To her pleasant surprise, it was Aeden, the bouncer from the Lion and the Hare. She breathed a sigh of relief as he shivered at her touch, then stared at her quizzically with clear brown eyes.

      “Avery? What’s happened?” He looked toward the castle. “Lachlan… That fairy bastard!”

      “You remember?”

      “Aye.”

      “Aeden, Xavier’s in danger. I need your help.”

      Avery dismounted and, with Aeden’s help, hurried from man to woman—anyone she could touch—until she had a small army of supporters and had neutralized all those who recognized and wanted to kill her.

      “Lachlan has captured Xavier, and I need your help getting him back,” she said to the group.

      Aeden acted as translator, explaining her plan in a way they could understand. If you could call it a plan. Her best idea was for them to distract Lachlan while she snuck into the castle to save Xavier.

      A redheaded woman at the front of the crowd shook her head. “How do ye expect us to defend ourselves against him, lass? I want to help Xavier as much as anyone, but the fairy’s had us all in his thrall for years. He’s too strong!”

      The crowd murmured their agreement. Avery glanced at Aeden, but the big man’s gaze shifted to his toes. They were afraid. They should be. These people had only known peace thanks to Xavier. They weren’t soldiers, and their fear of fairies was well-founded.

      Avery sighed. “This is dangerous, I know that, but we will win against Lachlan because… because…”

      The crowd waited.

      Closing her eyes, Avery inhaled a deep, cleansing breath and drew Fairy Killer from her scabbard. “I am Avery Tanglewood, and I am a powerful witch immune to fairy magic. It was my sorcery that freed you from Lachlan’s hold. I will protect you, but I need your help.”

      A murmur crept through the crowd. She had broken Lachlan’s spell, and although they feared her magic, they also trusted in it. For several tense moments, Avery prayed their gratitude would outweigh their instinct to fear the unknown. Stories of witches burning at the stake filled her mind. But finally there was a collective nodding of heads.

      “Aye. We’ll help ye,” the redhead said.

      Avery’s plan was rushed at best. The idea was that the villagers would cause a commotion in the castle yard and yell for Lachlan, distracting the guards, thereby allowing her to sneak inside and rescue Xavier. But as they closed in on the castle, any hope of that scheme becoming a reality collapsed. A battalion of soldiers guarded the gate and Lachlan watched, waiting from the castle hoard. Beside him, a narrow-shouldered man stared absently over their heads.

      “My dear friend Angus tells me a witch has come to Castle Dunchridhe to challenge my rule. Show yerself, witch!” Lachlan yelled down from above. A chill ran the length of her spine, and she exchanged glances with the men and women around her.

      Aeden shook his head. “Angus MacKenzie. He must have seen what ye were doin’ and run to warn the bastard.”

      Avery swore. She’d known the number of people she’d been able to touch and free from Lachlan’s hold was less than the number she’d initially seen in the street, but she’d thought the others had gone back to their homes or wandered off drunk. Now she knew the truth. Lachlan, the clever fairy, had a fail-safe.

      She walked to the front of the crowd and drew Fairy Killer.

      “I’m here, Lachlan,” she yelled. “I’ve come for Xavier.”

      He sneered. “Well, if it isn’t the kitchen wench. I always knew there was something odd about you. You’re too late, lassie. Xavier is back where he belongs, and he’s going to stay there.” Lachlan focused on the others around her and said in a voice laden with magic, “Go back to your work. This has nothing to do with you.”

      The power in Lachlan’s words was palpable as they washed over her and the people behind her. She closed her eyes, and the tingle of it made her skin itch. Beside her, Aeden groaned.

      She reached out and touched his wrist. “Fight it,” she murmured.

      He shook his head, as did the others around her.

      Avery smiled. Whether Lachlan was too far away or her magic had helped ward off his fairy powers, the villagers were still hers. She felt his influence blow away like dust on the next wind.

      “Give us Xavier!” Aeden yelled, thrusting his sword in the air.

      The others cheered him on, offering a collective chant for Xavier’s freedom.

      Avery lifted Fairy Killer. “Free Xavier or die!” she bellowed.

      The small crowd roared behind her. For a moment, Avery thought Lachlan might cave. His eyes widened and his mouth bent into a scowl as if he were legitimately shaken by his failure to subdue the crowd.

      He answered her only with an intense, condescending stare. An evil smile spread across his face, too broad, showing too many teeth. She wondered what wicked thoughts had spawned such a grin, then learned the answer straightaway as Lachlan shoved Angus off the wall.
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      Deep in the dungeons of Castle Dunchridhe, Xavier lay naked on the stone floor of a dungeon cell. A blanket of chain mail fastened to the floor held him in place and painfully drained his energy. Eyes closed, all his thoughts turned to Avery. He hoped she’d made it to Mistwood safely.

      He would be tortured with thoughts of Avery as he rotted in this stone tomb for the rest of eternity. Of lost opportunities. Of lost intimacies. He’d loved her like he’d never loved anyone or anything. In that instant, it occurred to him that he’d never properly thanked the goddess for bringing her into his life. Although his time with her had been too short, he would do it all again.

      “Goddess of the Mountain,” he whispered hoarsely. He wished he could kneel, but he was too weak to raise his head from the floor. “Thank you for sendin’ Avery to free me from the dungeon and for every minute ye gave me with her. Also, if ye can see fit to send me help to get out of this mess, I’d be yer humble servant.”

      He felt the air shift in his cell and forced his eyes to open. He could have sworn he saw a flash of gold, but there was nothing there.

      And then a woman whispered in his ear. “I want Paragon. It is your war, Xavier.”

      He tried to turn his head to see who it was but couldn’t move. “Who’s there?” he cried.

      “By the Mountain, laird, quiet down. Ye’ll catch the attention of the guards if yer not careful.” Glenna appeared in front of him with a long metal bar in her hands.

      “Glenna, careful. If ye touch the mesh, it’ll drain you,” he murmured.

      She scoffed and dug the metal tool under one of the spikes holding the netting to the floor. “I have lived in this castle for two years without Lachlan being any the wiser to my presence. It helps, ye ken, bein’ a mountain nymph and able to merge into the stone. He doesn’t know I exist.”

      “Thank the Mountain ye’re safe,” Xavier murmured weakly.

      “Oh, shut yer fat head.”

      The stake came loose, and she used the metal rod to toss it across the cell.

      “Lachlan I can see underestimating me, considering he doesna know I exist. You have no such excuse, Xavier.”

      “Huh?”

      “Do ye ken this thing in my hands is from the kitchen? They use it to scrape the burned crud from the sides of the oven. I’m wishin’ I could use it on yer skull ’bout now.”

      The second stake came free of the stone and clattered across the floor.

      “It’s occurred to me ye might be miffed about somethin’, Glenna. Why not come right out and say it?”

      “Ye have a bad habit of actin’ like ye’ve no one in the world to trust but yourself.” She hooked the rod on the corner of the chain links and peeled them back.

      He took a deep breath, the relief from the removal of the netting feeling like pure heaven.

      “Ye underestimate every woman in yer life. Me and that mate of yers, who is out there right now, facing Lachlan.”

      “What?” Xavier’s stomach dropped and his gaze snapped to Glenna’s as he staggered to his feet.

      She reached down and swept his clothes from the floor and tossed them at him. “Ye’d better hurry if ye want to kill him. She might get there first.”
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      “Angus!” Avery rushed forward, but the man lay in an oddly angled heap near the base of the castle wall. Blood oozed from his nose under empty, unseeing eyes. He was dead.

      She lifted her gaze to glare at Lachlan. “Are you such a coward that you’ll kill a man in your thrall but won’t cross swords with a simple kitchen wench?”

      His laugh was cold and cruel as he drew his blade. “If ye choose to die by the sword, who am I to deny ye?” He leaped down from the hoard and landed on the grass in front of the castle, some twenty yards from her. “Well, come take yer due, witch.”

      Behind her, the castle guards rushed the villagers and the raucous howls and clangs of war raged around her. Once again, Lachlan had caused infighting amongst the clan. To stop it before someone else died, she had to kill Lachlan. She attacked.

      Avery had always been stronger than most of her friends. At the bar, the staff would bet her on how many cases of beer she could carry up from storage, and she always won. She was also fast. For someone who only ran for fitness, she’d always been told she had a professional’s pace. Still, something had changed. She moved on Lachlan in a flash, Fairy Killer colliding with a clang that reverberated in the bones of her arm. She kicked him in the gut, leaped back, and thrust again.

      How on earth did she know how to even use a sword? Avery hadn’t held a weapon like this in her life, but the connection she felt to this blade was undeniable. Fairy Killer became an extension of her arm. A part of her. As did the knowledge of how to use it.  

      The iron sword seemed to sing in her hand as she attacked. Her blade connected with his at the base. She swept the blade around, trying to disarm him. He retreated and parried, then thrust. She sidestepped, parried, and lunged for his neck. The razor-sharp tip nicked his throat.

      Lachlan retreated, bringing his hand to the wound. Dark, mud-colored blood smudged his fingers. Avery watched fear slither into his eyes like a snake entering tall grass. That’s right—the kitchen wench could use a sword. At least this sword. She advanced. He stabbed and she dodged.

      “Your hands are shaking, Lachlan,” she said. “Give me Xavier, and I’ll let you live.”

      “Nay, witch, ’tis you who should be afraid. Time to sleep.” He leaped backward and thrust his hand into the dirt. Instantly, plants sprouted all around them, thicker between Lachlan and her. Avery had never seen anything grow so fast.

      Clouds of crimson pollen exploded from the flowering sprouts. The sounds of battle behind her stopped abruptly. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a few villagers attempt to outrace the explosion of red, running for the village. They didn’t make it. Neither did the guards. They all toppled like plastic soldiers. Aeden called her name before a fit of coughing consumed him and he succumbed as well.

      “Aeden!” She ran into the crimson fog and crouched beside him, but a cursory inspection showed he wasn’t dead, merely asleep, as Lachlan had threatened. The dust was all around her now, painting her red, but unlike the others who dropped like flies and snored in a heap around her, the dust had no effect on Avery except to make her cough.

      She covered her mouth and nose with one hand as the red dust coated her, turning her arms and skirts blood red. Through a crimson haze, she watched Lachlan, who was confidently smug with his hands in the dirt in front of the castle. Gripping Fairy Killer’s hilt tighter, Avery rose from a crouch. Pieces of her hair drifted in front of her face, bright red from the flower’s pollen. She must have been a sight. Even to her own eyes, the parts of her she could see looked doused in blood. Images of Carrie danced through her head, and just like the scorned prom queen, she intended to have her revenge.

      Fueled by sheer determination, she faced Lachlan and raised Fairy Killer. She took a step toward him, then another. Her legs felt heavy. The damn skirts—they were caked in pollen and mud, weighing her down. Suddenly it occurred to her she didn’t need them anymore. She untied the waist and pushed them off. When she stepped out of the cloud of pollen toward Lachlan, she wore nothing but her leggings and top and the knowledge she could not fail.

      “What are ye?” Lachlan asked through his teeth, visibly shaken. He pulled his hands from the dirt and scrambled for his sword.

      Avery could see he’d hit her with his best shot and missed. She wasn’t snoring like everyone else in a visible radius, and the weapon in her hand was still stained with his blood. She spread her lips into a wide, avenging grin. “I’m Xavier’s mate.”

      She launched herself forward, thrust, parried, kicked, and ducked. Metal met metal, her arms flashing red in front of her. Clang, clang, clang. The sound rang out across the grounds with every strike, her arm aching from the force of each blow.

      Mustering her strength, Avery backed Lachlan against the wall of the castle. He tried to dodge left, and she circled his blade with her own, twisting it from his hand. It fell from his grip.

      Truly frightened now, Lachlan flapped his gossamer wings and flew straight up. The one thing Avery couldn’t do was fly. She swore as he rose out of her reach. Even if she could now rescue Xavier, they’d never rest as long as Lachlan was free.

      A long, dark shadow blocked out the setting sun. Avery squinted against the light as the silhouette of a dragon rose over the castle.

      Xavier!

      Seeing him like this, Avery was overcome with awe. Her breath left her in a whoosh. His shimmering amber-and-blue scales glinted in the light of the sunset, and the roar that broke from his throat vibrated along her skin.

      Lachlan turned his head slowly, his eyes growing wide at the sight of Xavier. His wings flapped furiously as he tried to flee, but there was no escape. Not now. Not in the face of one very pissed-off dragon. 

      A flash of claws and teeth later, Lachlan dropped from the sky in front of her. Her body moved of its own volition—all instinct or all magic, she didn’t know which. Her boot landed on the fairy’s stomach, and she pressed the tip of Fairy Killer over the evil son of a bitch’s heart.

      Lachlan held a palm toward her. “No. Please. I surrender. I beg of you.”

      Xavier landed beside her, his blue dragon eyes burning with fire. He bared his teeth and chuffed.

      She glared down at Lachlan. “Should I show you the same mercy you showed Xavier? Give you his cell? I wonder if a fairy will do as well as a dragon in perpetual darkness.”

      His expression turned into a sneer. “Death!”

      At first Avery didn’t understand what he was saying. Was he begging for death? But then a mushroom exploded from the ground beside his hand and flung black spores into the air around her. Xavier roared.

      But Avery just shook her head and grinned. “You should have learned from your first mistake.”

      She thrust the sword between his ribs until it met dirt on the other side. Lachlan’s mouth opened to cry out, but his breath gurgled in his throat. The light flickered and faded from his cruel dark eyes.

      “Avery, his head.” Xavier had shifted back to his human form and was standing beside her naked. “Never trust a dead fairy with its head still attached to its shoulders.”

      She could have beheaded Lachlan herself, but after everything, she thought Xavier needed the closure. Shoving the hilt into his hand, she nodded her support. With a crooked smile, Xavier lifted Fairy Killer over his head before bringing the edge down on Lachlan’s neck. The fairy’s head rolled from his body, tangling in his white hair as mud-colored blood seeped into the earth.

      Xavier’s gaze locked with her own. “What happened to yer skirt?” he asked, eyeing her leggings. Even stained red, they left nothing to the imagination.

      “What happened to your kilt?” Her eyes darted to his obvious lack of clothing.

      “I told ye to go to Mistwood. Instead, ye came back for me.”

      “Glenna found me and told me what happened.”

      “Ye shoulda followed my orders. Ye’re lucky ye weren’t killed!”

      Avery didn’t care for the accusatory tone even if it came from his fear. She planted her hands on her hips. “I hate to break it to you, Xavier, but you mated a defiant, willful, and disobedient woman who will never do what you say unless she wants to.”

      At first he stared at her openmouthed, but then a deep, rumbling laugh shook his chest. “Aye, I suppose I did. And I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Paragon

      

      

      Aborella arrived at the gates of the Obsidian Palace, feeling stronger than ever before. Her skin once again glowed with her natural deep purple luster, and her wounds had completely healed. She’d even managed to replace a few of the tattooed magical symbols she’d lost when she was injured.

      But despite her efforts to neutralize it, the tug at the bond between her and Eleanor had become a persistent and painful one. No longer could she avoid heeding the dragon’s call. Which meant everything she’d learned about dragon bonds was true. She could not die of anything short of beheading as long as Eleanor lived. Eleanor could command her presence and track her by following the bond. And although the empress couldn’t force Aborella to do her will, she could make it highly uncomfortable if she didn’t, an unfortunate reality that had driven her back here.

      “I’ve come to see Eleanor, empress of Paragon,” Aborella told the young man at the gate. A mere boy, it seemed. She did not know his name. One of the newer recruits.

      “Of course.” He bowed awkwardly. “You’re Aborella. She’s been expecting you. I’m to escort you directly to the throne room.”

      “That won’t be necessary. I can find her myself.”

      “I-I’m sorry, but I have to,” he squeaked, fidgeting with the weapon at his hip as if he couldn’t decide if he feared her or the potential retribution he might endure more.

      She tolerated him beside her all the way up the mountain to the veranda where she crossed the jeweled mosaic of a dragon curled around a fruit tree. For the first time, she contemplated the ancient art under her feet. It had been there long before her time. Who was it? What did it mean? She’d never asked, and none of the dragons she’d encountered had ever mentioned it.

      The young guard opened the door to the throne room and cleared his throat. Looking up from the mosaic, Aborella raised her chin and entered. Eleanor was waiting, standing impatiently with Ransom on the dais. She looked livid.

      “I was beginning to think I’d have to hunt you down myself.” Eleanor’s sharp tone reverberated in the open space. “When Ransom couldn’t find you in your hole, I was worried you’d deserted us.”

      “You told me to lie in the hole, not to stay there. I’ve been recovering in Hobble Glen in the back of my shoppe. It’s been closed for some time, but it gave me the respite I needed to truly recover.”

      She scoffed. “Was that before or after you visited Everfield?”

      Aborella’s blood ran cold, but she raised her chin. “Before. I returned to Everfield only recently to follow up on a rumor I heard in the village during my time recovering. I overheard a man claim Everfield was the seat of the rebellion. I was on a reconnaissance mission for the kingdom but came as soon as I felt your call.”

      Eleanor ordered Ransom away and took a seat on her throne. The way she crossed her legs and bobbed her foot, it was clear she was annoyed. Aborella could almost hear her trying to puzzle out how Aborella had managed crawling out of that hole alone in the condition she’d been left in. But then, Eleanor had likely forgotten about her those first few weeks. The empress had no proof, just a suspicion of Aborella’s dishonesty.

      “What type of intelligence did you gather?” she asked, lines forming around her tight lips.

      “I found nothing in Everfield itself. Only rumors substantiated by more rumors. The people seem to be bored and entertaining themselves with stories of insurrection. A mason said he’d heard the movement was gathering support but he himself supported the monarchy. You’re very popular there.” The secret to a great lie was to believe the words when you said them, and Aborella did in the moment. She had practiced the speech all the way from Everfield and ensured there wasn’t a bit of tightness to her expression as she recited it.

      She couldn’t fully explain to herself why she lied to the empress. For years she’d considered the woman a friend. Yes, Eleanor had betrayed her, tortured her by burying her alive in that hole, but Aborella would be a fool to think the rebels held any more love for her than this woman on her throne. Truly, she had no friends in the five kingdoms. No one she could trust. Whether it was the promise of revenge on Eleanor or some fragment of loyalty toward Dianthe, she wasn’t sure, but she was no longer willing to do the empress’s will.

      “Hmm.” Eleanor’s eyes raked over her. “You will use your gifts to try to find these rebels?”

      “Of course. As soon as I return to my rooms, I will consult my crystals.” She spread her hands. “There are limits, you understand. If I had a name, things would be easier, but…”

      Eleanor sneered. “Yes, I am fully aware of your limitations.”

      Aborella bowed and started for her chambers.

      “Wait.” Eleanor held up her hand. “There is one thing I want you to do first, a priority over all others.”

      “Yes?” Aborella swallowed nervously and waited to hear the empress’s will.

      “The egg. I want to know when and where Raven and Gabriel’s spawn will hatch. We must strike the moment the whelp emerges from the shell. All three will be at their weakest. We must kill the youngling immediately, before its power can be used against me.”

      Aborella bowed low. “As you wish. I’ll devote all my resources to it.”

      With a flick of Eleanor’s hand, Aborella was dismissed. She hurried to her chambers, thankful to put a locked door between them. Directly, she strode into her ritual room, but she didn’t bother with her crystals. Instead, she crossed to the window and threw it open wide, whistling for her familiar. After a few long moments, Abacus landed in front of her in a flurry of silver feathers. She scratched the back of the bird’s head and received a warning nip on the finger.

      “I’m sorry, sweet friend. I know I’ve left you to your own devices far too long.” Although the bird could take care of herself and had the past several months, as her familiar, the animal would not feel complete away from her magic. Abacus buried her head against her hand, her large hooked beak clacking. “Yes, I know. But I need you now. Will you help me?”

      The bird bobbed her head, and Aborella stroked her feathers.

      The truth was, Aborella knew exactly when Raven’s whelp would be born. She’d known for over a week. It wouldn’t be long now. All that was left to do was to decide what and when to tell Eleanor. She scribbled a note on a piece of parchment and bound it to Abacus’s leg. “Take this to Dianthe of Everfield.”

      The bird flapped her silver wings and flew toward the forest beyond. Steeling her resolve, Aborella reached into the pocket of her cloak and retrieved the one item she’d stolen from Sylas and Dianthe’s cottage during her stay in Everfield. If she played her cards right, she’d both punish the empress and ensure a place in her court again. All she had to do was stay one step ahead of Eleanor.
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      For a dragon, nothing held greater power to heal than treasure. It had been far too long since Xavier enjoyed its pleasures. The vibrations from the gold and jewels that surrounded his scales revived his strength and healed the damage the enchanted weapons had caused him.

      As good as it felt though, he did not linger in his treasure room. Once he regained his strength, he shifted into his human form.

      “Thank you, Glenna,” he said, finding clean clothing spread out on the bench near the door. He dressed quickly, needing to find Avery. They had unfinished business.

      He burst from his treasure room and headed for the stairs that led up into the east wing. He stopped short when Mistress Abernathy saw him and broke into sobs that shook the woman and echoed in the hall.

      “I suppose you’ll be havin’ me head for what I done, but I swear to you, my laird, I didna ken I was doin’ it till it was done.”

      With nothing but gentleness, he approached her and gripped her shoulder. “Nay. Lachlan was an evil changeling, ye ken? Had ye under his spell. I’ll not blame ye for it.”

      “Oh, my laird. Ye’re good and kind. Ye deserve better than the likes of me.” She wept violently until Xavier had no choice but to pull her into his arms.

      “Ah weel. Let it all out then.” He patted her back. “When ye can see fit to dry your tears, I need yer help though.”

      “Help? What with?” She wiped under her eyes.

      “Avery. Have you seen her?”

      “Avery from the kitchen?” Mistress Abernathy gave him a curious look.

      “Aye. She is my betrothed. I need to find her.”

      The woman’s round shoulders shook with renewed sobs. “Your be—?”

      “Why are ye cryin’?”

      “I fear I’ve made another error. I put her in one of the servants’ chambers. I didna know she was yer betrothed, or I’d have put her in a proper room.”

      He wiped the woman’s tears. “All will be forgiven if ye just tell me whit room?”

      “The one next to mine! Down the hall from the kitchen.”

      “Aye.” He strode away from her.

      “Wait! Is it true what they say then, that it was she who killed Lachlan? I didna believe, but…”

      He considered that for a moment. Avery had delivered the fatal blow to Lachlan’s heart. The beheading by Xavier was to avoid any magical healing or resurrection. Besides, if he gave Avery the full credit for the kill, Mistress Abernathy’s skill as a gossip would carry the news to every corner of the builgean. Xavier’s deepest wish was that his clan love her, love her as much as he did.

      “Aye. It was she who did it.”

      Mistress Abernathy’s hands pressed into her lips. “And I gave her a servant’s room! I deserve to be flogged.” Her tears began to flow anew.

      He returned to her and spent more precious minutes soothing the woman before assuring her he’d sort things out with Avery.

      At last he freed himself from the woman’s clutches and passed through the main hall where a group of men and women were celebrating at one of the long tables.

      They raised their glasses when they saw him and cheered. “The fairy is dead. The laird and chief returns. Let us drink to his health! Slainte.”

      “Slainte,” the others yelled.

      Everyone drank.

      “Aye.” Xavier clapped the men on the back but refused the whisky they offered.

      “Celebrate with a whisky?” the one called Aeden asked.

      Xavier shook his head. “Perhaps another time.”

      “I ken the woman was a sorceress the day I seen her turn whisky into water and water into whisky at the Lion and the Hare.” He lowered his voice. “That’s why she was immune to Lachlan’s fairy magic.”

      “Are you sure she’s a sorceress?” Xavier asked. “That sounds like a miracle. Perhaps she’s truly an angel.”

      Murmurs and speculation continued as Xavier excused himself and hurried from the hall toward the kitchen and then around the bend toward the room Mistress Abernathy had mentioned. He raised his hand and knocked on the plain wooden door.

      “Just a second,” Avery yelled.

      There was a clatter inside and then she opened the door quite forcefully.

      “Xavier!” She seemed surprised.

      “What are ye wearing?” He grimaced at her garb. Her skirts and stays were too large, and they hung off her like an ill-wrapped drape. Coupled with their dull brown color, the ensemble made him long for the fairy-made blue dress the brownie had given her.

      “One of Mistress Abernathy’s castoffs. I only had the one outfit Nathaniel’s oreads sent with me, and it was stained and torn beyond repair in the battle. I didn’t take any of the clothing the brownie made for me. I didn’t think I’d need it.”

      He made a guttural sound and backed into the hall, grabbing the first maid he could get his hands on. “Go find the tailor, Mr. MacGowan. Tell him he is needed immediately.”

      “It can wait, really,” Avery protested.

      He hoisted the fabric up on her shoulders. “Nay, it canna wait. I’ll have Glenna get started on a few pieces as well. She’s faster, ye ken, but Mr. MacGowan will be insulted if he’s not asked.”

      Avery tucked her freshly washed hair behind her ears. “Xavier, we need to talk about when we’re going ba—”

      He grabbed her and kissed her firmly on the lips until she sagged against him like a sack of flour. He stood her back on her feet and slipped his hand into hers.

      “First, come with me.”

      He led her from the room, through the castle, and up the stairs to the highest point of the highest tower. The view from here was his favorite in the castle. One could see the entire village from its window, all the way to the kirk. He stared at the cross on the steeple and tried to find the words he wanted to say to her.

      “I ken these are not ideal circumstances, and ye need to go back from whence ye came.” She opened her mouth to speak, but he silenced her with a gentle press of his finger to her lips. “Ye’re my mate. I can’t bear to be away from ye long. So I ’ave no choice but to go with ye.”

      “Oh, Xavier…”

      There was something else he didn’t mention—that strange voice he’d heard in the dungeon. It wasn’t Glenna who’d told him that taking back Paragon was his war. Had it been the goddess? A vivid hallucination? He supposed he’d never know for sure, but it was clear to him that helping his siblings was the right thing to do. He didn’t mention that to Avery now because being with her was the only thing that mattered anyway. Mysterious voice or no, he’d go with her because he had to be near her. Everything else was just geography.

      “I have one condition,” he added, “one thing I want ye to do for me before I make arrangements to leave with ye.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “Anything. What?”

      He took her face in his hands. “I want ye to marry me.”
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      Avery blinked slowly. Had he just asked her to marry him? She couldn’t have heard him correctly. “Huh?”

      “Marry me. Tomorrow. In that kirk.” He pointed to the chapel on the hill, barely visible in the light of the full moon.

      “We’ve known each other… less than a week.” She reworked the math in her head but came to the same conclusion. It seemed far longer since she’d rescued him from the dungeon, but truly it had only been a matter of days.

      “Ye mated me. A mated bond is far more permanent than a human marriage.”

      “True.”

      He stepped in closer. Darkness clouded his narrowed eyes like a gathering storm. “Ye did mean it when ye accepted the bond?” It was a statement, but there was clearly a question in it as well.

      Avery scraped her teeth along her bottom lip. “I did mean it, Xavier. It was possibly the first thing I’ve ever been sure of in my entire life. I still mean it. I will always mean it.”

      He beamed, his lopsided grin holding a modicum of smug satisfaction. “Then marry me.”

      Avery sighed. She’d always pictured her marriage as a grand affair as her sister Raven’s had been, with a dozen bridesmaids and her parents and sister looking on. She’d fantasized about a designer dress and sprays of white lilies to line the aisle. Marrying him here didn’t fit the future she’d painted for herself, but then, loving a Highlander didn’t either. She was officially blazing a new trail here. All of her old dreams didn’t hold a candle to her new ones.

      Xavier was offering to give up his life and come with her into the outside world, and all he was asking was that she marry him in the place that was home to him first. These were his people. This was his church. Which reminded her, there was something more she needed to sort out before she could rest tonight.

      “Xavier, you told me Lachlan couldn’t kill you because it was your magic supporting this place. That must be true, because he imprisoned you twice even though he had the chance to do more.”

      “Aye.”

      “These people aren’t ready for the modern world. If you leave, what happens to them?”

      He leaned a shoulder against the side of the window and stared out over the village. “Leaving and being dead are two very different things. My magic has seeped into this place for centuries. As long as I’m alive, the magic I’ve put in place here will survive. If Lachlan had killed me, yes, the wards would have fallen, and even if he used his own magic to replace them, the variety of crops we grow here, the animals we raise, they wouldna thrive the way they do under ma care.”

      “But you can’t leave forever.”

      “Nay. I’ll need to come back regularly. Maybe a month or two every year. Do ye think ye could stand bein’ Lady Dunchridhe part-time?”

      Avery looked out over the village toward the people who had helped her save Xavier. Some, like Aeden, had become friends. All of them needed Xavier in order to maintain the life they’d made here. And the truth was, they’d all needed her. While she had a choice—Xavier could and would come here alone if he had to—she realized she didn’t want that. She cared about this place too.

      “I would be honored.”

      “Then ye’ll marry me, here, tomorrow?”

      A long pause stretched between them as she contemplated his question. “Would you consider getting married twice?”

      He gave her a quizzical look. She gave him a wide, sheepish smile. He didn’t even ask her for an explanation.

      “Aye. I’ll marry ye as many times as ye like.”

      “It’s just, my family is there.”

      “Aye.” He raised his eyebrows. “I promise ye we’ll have it in the way of yer people as well.”

      She stepped into his arms and raised a hand to his cheek. “Then yes, I will marry you.”

      Xavier beamed as if she’d given him the greatest gift he’d ever desired. He cradled her face and kissed her solidly on the mouth. Avery gave herself over to him with reckless abandon, trying her best to wrap a leg around him in her oversized clothes.

      He pulled away much too quickly. “Now, let’s find ye a proper room.”

      “What? Don’t you want to stay together? In the same bed, I mean?” She frowned up at him.

      He raised a scandalized eyebrow. “What type of man do ye take me for, lass? Not before we’re married!”
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      The next morning, Avery was jarred from her slumber by Mistress Abernathy and a gaggle of her friends. It was barely dawn, but the women propped her in front of a mirror, poking and prodding her as they arranged her hair in various styles. After some insisting on her part, they allowed her to use the chamber pot and have a little breakfast, which she ate wearing only her shift as Mistress Abernathy styled her hair in a series of intricate braids.

      “I really don’t think this is necessary,” she said. “Something simple—”

      “Hush. I won’t hear of it.”

      “What is that noise in the hall? It sounds like someone’s chopping wood?”

      “Oh, but that’s exactly what it is,” Abernathy said, her round cheeks mounding with her grin. “Xavier ordered all the furniture to be removed from his chambers and all new brought in. He didna want anything in there Lachlan had touched. Anyway, a few of the men decided it would be easier to remove if they chopped the bed into firewood. I don’t blame ’em. It would be right unlucky for anyone to use it. Might hold a fairy curse.”

      Avery’s first instinct was to laugh at the idea of anyone being afraid of cursed furniture, but then the memory of those bright green plants shooting out of the ground and spraying her with poison pollen filled her head. Thank the stars above Xavier was replacing it all. Even the thought of touching something Lachlan had been in contact with gave her the heebie-jeebies.

      “Mistress Abernathy, can you help me find—”

      She was cut off when a man with a narrow face and highly arched brows burst in, a bundle of wrappings in his arms.

      “Ah, this is Mr. MacGowan, our tailor,” Mistress Abernathy said. “He’s brought your dress.”

      Avery’s mood brightened.

      “Come, lass.” Mr. MacGowan beckoned. “This is my own creation. I hope ye will forgive that I did not make it specifically for ye. It was something of a labor of love actually. I keep it in my workshop to inspire me, but I believe it will fit ye with a bit of light tailoring.”

      She stood and peeled back the wrappings. “I’d love to try it.”

      “It would be my honor.”

      He and Mistress Abernathy helped her pull it over her shift and lace up the bodice. The dress was constructed of fine pale silk hand stitched with silver thread in an intricate pattern of falling feathers. Once laced, the bodice cinched in her waist, giving her naturally curvy shape more definition. Billowy fabric skimmed her arms to her elbows and then flared out in a wide, oblong cuff that draped to her wrist at the back of her arm but ended just past her elbow at the front. Over that, he helped her with a hooded, sleeveless coat that was the same color as Xavier’s ring and constructed of fine velvet lined in pearls. It fastened at the waist with a pearl brooch. When Mr. MacGowan had finished helping her into a pannier to make the skirt appear full, the effect was breathtaking. Silver, gold, and positively regal.

      “I love it.”

      The tailor smiled. “It suits you, and aside from letting the hem out to accommodate your height, I have few alterations to make. I’ll have no problems having this ready in time.”

      Mistress Abernathy started to cry. “The amber brings out your eyes! Xavier is a lucky man.”

      Avery looked at herself in the mirror and smiled. Everything about this felt right. Better than she’d ever imagined.

      After Mr. MacGowan measured her for some additional dresses—something she supposed she’d need if she came back here with Xavier on occasion—he left, and Mistress Abernathy kept her busy with choosing a menu for the feast to follow. The kitchen staff had already planned several things, and Avery made sure to keep her requests simple and easy to prepare. She told them all she expected them to attend as well.

      As the afternoon sun began to descend, she changed into the now perfectly tailored dress and donned the pearl-encrusted slippers the cobbler gave her. She descended the stairs to the sound of cheers. It humbled her to see all the women who worked in the castle gathered below, dressed in their finest.

      “Where are the men?” she asked Mistress Abernathy.

      “Xavier wanted to be the first to see ye. They’re all at the kirk.”

      A carriage, drawn by a handsome white horse, was waiting for her outside the castle. One of the servants helped her inside. She looked back at Mistress Abernathy.

      “Donna worry, lass. We’re right behind you.”

      As she traveled through the village toward the kirk at the end of the road, Avery thought about her journey here. Every choice she’d made along the way had brought her closer to this, closer to Xavier. And it was with some surprise that she realized she was happy. She did not resent a single day she’d been here. She did not feel taken advantage of. She felt powerful and wanted and like her whole life, the best of times, was just ahead of her.

      The carriage stopped. She peeked out the window and saw that the women from the castle had arrived in carriages behind her and now flooded into the kirk. A line of men with bagpipes formed outside the door, and Avery laughed when she saw they all had their eyes tightly scrunched shut. At the prompting of their leader, they began to play the sweetest tune she’d ever heard. Her door opened, and the driver, whom she now saw was a woman, helped her down.

      The doors to the church opened and there was Xavier, standing at the altar. When he saw her, even at a distance, his body’s physical response was apparent. His eyes flared, his grin broadened, and his chest seemed to puff with pride.

      Placing a hand over his heart, he bowed.

      She curtsied her reply.

      And then he stomped his foot.

      The men, who up to this point had either had their backs to her or their eyes closed, turned to look at her, and there was a collective gasp. Her cheeks warmed.

      The music changed.

      The world faded away. There was only Xavier and her.

      Somewhere in the back of her mind, she registered an ancient-looking priest who began muttering in Gaelic. She wished she still had the mole Nathaniel had made for her. She had no idea what the priest was saying.

      Thankfully, they exchanged vows in English. Their hands were bound. And then he was kissing her, and it was like someone had turned on the lights and the sound again. Her surroundings came back into sharp focus. 

      The cheers were deafening as he led her back to the carriage, smiling and waving. She breathed a sigh of contentment when they were finally alone.

      “You are breathtaking, Mrs. Campbell.”

      Her cheeks heated at the name. “There’s something I’ve forgotten to remind you of. I’ve mentioned it before, but I’m sure with everything you don’t remember. This all happened so fast.”

      “Oh? What’s that?”

      “It’s my family’s tradition for women to keep our surname. I am a Tanglewood witch. My last name must remain Tanglewood.”

      A hint of dissatisfaction curled his lip. “Keep yer own name? You were serious about that.”

      She frowned. “It isn’t that unusual where I’m from. It’s the rule of my family.”

      His brows knit low on his forehead.

      “If it helps, I can be Mrs. Campbell here. I don’t think anyone on the outside will care what they address me as in the builgean.”

      For a moment they rode in silence, the gentle clip-clop of the horse’s hooves counting down the moments as he seemed to consider her offer. Her stomach clenched. The Tanglewood name was not something she was willing to give up, not now that she understood who and what she was. Relief came in the form of his lopsided grin and a nod.

      “Aye. In Paragon, we go only by first names, ye ken? The idea should not bother me.”

      “But it does.” She saw the slight damping of his smile.

      He hesitated a moment, then shook his head. “Nay. I have ye as ma mate. People can call ye whatever they want as long as they respect this and the bond it represents.” He held up their joined hands, and the beautifully cut golden-topaz-and-diamond ring that looked so much like his own sparkled in the low light.

      They arrived back at the castle, and he helped her down from the carriage, ushering her into the grand hall where a feast was set. Xavier introduced her to the guests, and she tried her best to remember everyone’s names, but there were far too many to commit to memory. What she did remember was the thankfulness, the warm and heartfelt words of gratitude for her ending Lachlan’s reign. And although she tried to explain that she couldn’t have done it without Xavier, the clan seemed convinced that the glory should go to her.

      “I’d do it again, you know,” she told Xavier. “I’m not a killer, but I don’t regret turning Tàirn around or ending Lachlan.”

      “Good,” Xavier said. “Ye shouldna regret bein’ a hero.”

      By the time they had the luxury of a seat at the head table, her feet hurt and her stomach was growling. The hall quieted and the bard, the same one she’d first seen at the Lion and the Hare, began to play. He played the same tune, but the words sounded different.

      “What’s he saying?” she asked, wishing again she’d not lost Nathaniel’s magic.

      “It’s about ye,” he said. “It’s a song about how ye freed the village, killed Lachlan, and rescued the dragon.”

      “That’s flattering.” She squeezed Xavier’s hand beneath the table.

      “Aye. Already writin’ songs about ye.” He winked. “Ye’ll make a fine lady.”

      She looked out across their guests, her clan, and decided that come what may, she would try to be.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Although Xavier had wanted to do right by Avery by having her sleep in a different room the night before, now that they were married, he struggled to maintain his patience. He wanted her, enough that his inner beast roiled uncomfortably beneath his skin. He hadn’t been with her since she’d consented to be his mate, and his innermost instincts craved to mark her as his own.

      No sooner had she finished eating than he started the process of saying their goodbyes and moving her in measured increments toward their chambers. Thankfully, she didn’t fight him on that and soon the door was closed behind them.

      Avery gave a sigh of relief. “I thought we’d never get out of—”

      He cut her off with a kiss. Thank the Mountain, she didn’t resist when he drew her to him and covered her mouth with his own. His mating trill rumbled against her chest. Laughing, she playfully thrust him away, hard enough he actually took a step back.

      “Ye’re stronger.”

      “Yes. Whatever brand of witch I am, I fight like a superhero.”

      “Whit’s a superhero?”

      “Never mind. Get me out of this dress. I can hardly breathe.”

      That he would happily help her with. A talon extended from his right hand, and he sliced through her laces. She raised her eyebrows as the gown fell to the floor. “I only meant for you to untie me, but I suppose that will work.”

      “Come, wife.” When he reached for her, she dodged his hungry fingers, seeming to revel in her newfound speed. He grunted. Xavier narrowed his eyes and grinned at the challenge. “I can think o’ no better way ta test yer newfound abilities than with ye under me.”

      “You put a ring on my finger, and you think you can bed me anytime you wish?” she taunted playfully.

      “Aye,” Xavier growled. Once more, he tried for her and she sidestepped his reach. “That’s the way of things. Now come to me.”

      She shook her head, a few tendrils of hair falling from her braids and framing her face. “You can have me when you can catch me.”

      “Do I have yer word on that?” He gave her a low warning growl. If that was the game she wished to play, he’d be happy to oblige. He lowered into a predatory crouch.

      She responded by dropping her shift, leaving herself naked across the bed from him. His vision focused in the way of a dragon. He noticed every hair on her arms, every microscopic shift of her skin.

      He dived across the bed, his wings knocking a tapestry off the wall as he pivoted midflight. She was faster now than any human, but she could not fly. He snagged her waist near the window, and she turned to him, wild-eyed and breathless.

      Sweeping her into his arms, he tossed her facedown on the bed to the sound of her squeals, then hitched his fingers into her hips and drew her to the edge on her knees. She looked over her shoulder at him, the luscious mound of her arse in the air, begging for him to take her. Her chest rose and fell in pants. He could hear her heart pounding in her chest.

      Drawing his hand back, he smacked her bottom hard enough to get her attention. “That’s fur teasin’ me.”

      She fisted the fur blanket on the bed and gave a sultry moan. “I think I should tease you more often.”

      “Say yer mine.”

      She gave him a defiant smile.

      He spanked her again.

      She spread her knees wider. “Xavier, please. I’m going to combust.”

      He trailed a finger between her legs, into her moist heat. She was wet and hot, and his feral need for her was almost uncontrollable. Almost.

      He dropped his kilt and positioned himself at her opening. His dragon chuffed to bury himself in her. “Say you’re mine, wife.”

      She gazed over her shoulder at him through her lashes, her heavy lids halfway closed. “I’m yours. Always.”

      He drove into her, burying himself inside her in one slick thrust. She moaned, clawed the bed, and pushed back against him. He skimmed his hand along her waist, cupped one of her breasts, and pinched her nipple.

      She moaned again and ground against him. “Xavier.”

      “Say it again.”

      “I’m yours. Only yours.”

      He drew back slowly and thrust into her again. This time she cried out and her muscles gripped him in a way that was sweet torture. He circled her waist with his hands and started to move in a gentle rhythm. But she met his gentle strokes with hard, sharp bucks, driving his thrusts deeper. He stroked along her spine, her skin, soft as silk.

      “More,” she cried.

      And that was all he could take with being gentle. He spread his wings and pounded into her. He worked one knee onto the bed, and she spread wider to accommodate him. He filled her completely, her body tight around him until his thrusts became almost frantic as she clawed the fur and begged him for more. Finally her body seized, and she cried out, her inner muscles gripping him in a delicious rhythm that sent him over the edge.

      As he released inside her, the possessive growl that tore from his chest rattled the walls. He supported her through the aftershocks, then collapsed onto the bed beside her.

      “By the Mountain, you’ll be the death of me, woman.”

      She laughed. “I think I’m the one wandering into the dragon’s den.”

      “I didna hurt ye, did I?”

      “You didn’t.”

      “Good. I was afraid I got a bit rough with ye. Every time I try to be gentle, ye drive me harder. Makin’ love to ye is like doin’ battle.”

      “I like it rough,” she said, and he noticed her cheeks pinkened. “I never knew that about myself until I met you. You’ve unlocked so many secrets for me, Xavier.”

      He glanced down his body toward his cock. “If the key fits.”

      She laughed. “You know I mean more than that. Don’t you think it’s like a miracle that we were born worlds apart, in different times, from different species, and somehow we found each other, like… soul mates?”

      Finding her hand, he threaded his fingers into hers until the metal bands of their rings clinked together. “Maybe not. I did pray to the goddess of the mountain to send you to me.”

      “You did?” She rose on one elbow and looked down at him inquisitively.

      He gave a crooked smile. “I’d been in that dungeon for so long. I thought I might lose my mind, so I got down on my knees and prayed for a way to escape or for death. I thought I’d improve my chances with the goddess if I gave her a choice, ye ken? I was never a vera religious dragon, even when I lived in the mountain. It’s a hard thing to have faith in something ye canna see when yer world is full of trickery, magic, and illusion. But when I prayed to her, I did so earnestly.” He sucked in a breath and slowly let it out. “And then ye were standing there, just as if the goddess had opened heaven and sent ye herself. Ye were a sight. That beautiful ebony hair, yer eyes the color of the loch on a rare sunny day. Ye are beautiful, Avery. I thought ye were a goddess when ye opened the gate.” He turned his head to look at her. “I was right. Ye are a goddess.” He placed a firm kiss on her forehead.

      “My sister told me we are descended from the goddess Circe.”

      “Truly? By the Mountain, I guess the goddess did send ye then.”

      She snorted. “I came of my own free will. I didn’t believe Raven until now, but when I wielded Fairy Killer against Lachlan, I felt like a different person. I could feel energy inside that was never there before. I felt like a goddess.”

      He kissed her gently. “Aye. Ye are, and a blessing to me, Avery mine.”

      “Tell me you’re mine as well.”

      He shifted on top of her, ready again and wanting her desperately. She wrapped her arms and legs around him.

      “I am yours, Avery Tanglewood, until my dragon scales and jeweled heart turn to dust.”

      He took her again then, showing her with his body everything he couldn’t say with his words.
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      After a short honeymoon, Avery agreed to give Xavier time to begin the process of healing his clan from Lachlan’s rule. But eventually they could put off going back to the modern world no longer.

      Xavier appointed an old friend named Bernard to lead the clan in his absence. Avery thought of Bernard as a kind old grizzly bear of a man, big and cuddly but capable of tearing his enemies apart if provoked. The Scot took the position seriously, and it was clear to Avery that Xavier trusted him completely.

      They left for the ward on foot, considering they couldn’t take Tàirn with them where they were going. When Avery grew tired, Xavier scooped her into his arms and flew her the rest of the way. They passed through the door out of the builgean, and Xavier flew her to safety at the base of the mountain.

      Avery assumed they’d need to hike to the nearest cottage to call Nathaniel for a ride, but his vehicle was waiting on the side of the road, Emory in the driver’s seat. When Nathaniel saw them, he sprang from the car and bolted across the distance where he embraced first Avery and then Xavier with unrestrained relief.

      “Thank the Mountain!” Nathaniel said.

      Avery shook her head. “How did you know we’d be here? It’s been weeks.”

      “Five and a half.” Nathaniel took her by the shoulders and shook gently. “We’ve all been worried sick. Nick offered to go in after you, but without any information about what happened to you, it was too dangerous. For all we knew, you were killed instantly by something inside the builgean. We couldn’t allow him to risk his life too, although it took Rowan to stop him. Raven has been beside herself with worry.” He tugged at the cuff of his shirt. “All we could do was wait. I’m only here because my tarot cards suggested you’d return soon. Of course, divination is an often-inaccurate discipline. We’ve been waiting here daily all week.”

      An icy wind sheared off the side of the mountain and Avery instinctively pressed herself into Xavier’s side. Nathaniel’s penetrating gaze scanned both of them before locking on the ring on her finger. One of his eyebrows arched, and he gave his brother a curious look.

      “What exactly kept you so long, Avery?” he asked through a growing grin.

      “I’ll thank ye to get my wife out of the cold,” Xavier demanded.

      Nathaniel sputtered. “Wife?” When Xavier glared at him sternly, Nathaniel shook his head and pointed toward the car. “Please. There will be plenty of time to speak on the way to Mistwood.”

      Avery hurried to the vehicle, but Xavier seemed perplexed. He ran his hand along the shiny black exterior, frowning. She was halfway into the back seat when she noticed him scowling at the sedan.

      “You’ve never ridden in a car?” Of course, she should have guessed he hadn’t, but it was still hard to believe. She held out her hand. “I promise you, the ride is smoother than Tàirn’s.”

      He hesitated for only a second, put his hand in hers, and crawled in beside her.
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      “You’re married?” Raven took Avery’s hand in her own and shifted the ring back and forth under the light. She widened her eyes at Clarissa, who looked just as flabbergasted at the revelation.

      Avery had tried to explain everything to Nathaniel on the long ride to Mistwood, but there weren’t words for what she’d experienced. She felt like an entirely new person. She’d changed so much over the past five weeks. How did she even begin to explain how different she was, how she’d experienced love and done things she never thought she could in order to save an entire clan from an evil supernatural being? It sounded so over the top, so unrealistic.

      “Do you love him?” Raven had stopped inspecting the ring and was staring, expression quite serious, into her eyes.

      Avery blinked. “Like I’ve never loved anyone aside from you and Mom. I love him like he’s the thing that has kept my heart beating my whole life without my realizing it. I love him like I’d walk through fire to be with him.”

      “Wow.” Clarissa rubbed the side of her jaw. “She’s not just married; she’s mated.”

      Avery stared down at her ring, feeling herself glow as bright as the stone. “Yes, I’m mated.”

      Raven pulled her into a hug, and Clarissa wrapped her arms around both of them and squeezed. But Avery hadn’t even told them the best part. She pulled back and took her sisters’ hands in her own. “I’m also a witch.”

      “What?” Clarissa shook her head.

      “But you can’t be. You passed through the ward,” Raven said.

      “As it turns out, I’m immune to magic. I can pass through any ward, Raven. The reason I could always hold Charlie is because I was entirely immune to his or her defenses in the beginning and then, by the time we all lost our powers, my little niece or nephew was used to me.”

      “No shit!” Clarissa blurted.

      Raven simply shook her head.

      “Go ahead. Attack me with your magic. Try it out,” Avery offered, smiling.

      “I’m not going to attack—” Raven began, but Clarissa’s voice already filled the kitchen.

      A fork flew from the table and raced toward Avery’s eye. She lifted her skirt and kicked in a rounded swipe that knocked the fork harmlessly aside.

      “Not that way,” Avery said. “Although now you’ve seen another of my newfound abilities. I can fight like a freaking ninja!”

      “That’s badass.” Clarissa spread her hands. “Okay. What kind of magic did you have in mind?”

      “Try to poison me or put me to sleep.”

      Raven raised her hands. “This isn’t a good idea.”

      But Clarissa was already singing. Avery quirked her eyebrow, waiting for something to happen. She remained unscathed.

      She shrugged. “See?”

      “I was trying to set you on fire,” Clarissa said. “I’ve used that one before. I know it works.”

      Avery shrugged. “Nothing magical works on me.”

      Raven drew her into a hug and squealed. “My God, Avery, you really are a witch!”

      “Really and truly.” She pulled away, offering Raven an apologetic look. “Now, I’ve got to get out of these clothes. You have no idea how heavy these skirts are or how much I’ve missed makeup.” She headed for the stairs and the room where she’d stayed before this all began.

      Raven called after her. “Avery, I hope you know how happy I am for you. You’re positively glowing.”

      She was about to say thank you when the word glowing sparked a thought. “How is Charlie?”

      Raven glanced at Clarissa before answering. “Before you take that shower, let me show you.”

      She led the way toward Nathaniel’s office. “We moved Charlie in here so that Gabriel could work at Nathaniel’s desk and be nearby. We’re afraid to leave him or her anymore, even for a second.”

      They entered the large room with its bookshelf-lined walls, and Raven pointed toward the fire. Avery’s throat caught at what she saw there. The egg was huge. It had at least doubled in size since Avery had last seen it, and the shell had smoothed, its formerly pearl-like exterior now silky.

      “Oh my God,” Avery murmured.

      “Gabriel thinks Charlie will be born any day now. He says this happens right before. I’ve never seen anything grow this fast, Avery. This past week… I was worried you’d miss it.”

      Avery found her hand and squeezed. “I’m so glad I made it in time. Oh my God, Raven, you’re going to have a baby. An actual living and breathing baby. Any day now.”

      Raven smiled, but Avery could see the worry lines form around her mouth. Her worry was warranted. No one knew what would come out of that egg. It could look like a dragon or like a human child. No one in the history of dragons and witches, as far as any of the dragon siblings were aware, had ever birthed a dragon/witch hybrid. The folklore though was clear. The citizens of Paragon were taught this offspring would be a monster, a nightmare, a soulless killing machine with unlimited power that never tired in its thirst for destruction.

      “Raven?” Her sister turned to her, and Clarissa rubbed her shoulder supportively. “Whatever comes out of that egg, I can handle it. I’ll be immune to it. Do you understand? I’ll help you.”

      Tears formed in Raven’s eyes and she hugged Avery, hard enough to make it count. “Go. Change. You must be dying for a hot shower,” Raven said. “I can’t imagine what it’s been like for you in that… bubble all this time.”

      Avery sighed. “Honestly, I had the time of my life.”
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      Xavier opened the refrigerator door, closed it again. Opened it. Closed it. A tiny light in a glass bulb illuminated all the food, a small cellar’s worth stored on glass shelves. The inside stayed cold all the time without the benefit of ice or the outdoors.

      He raised an eyebrow, opened the door again, and grabbed a container of chicken in a yellowish sauce. He sniffed it skeptically.

      “I can get you a plate,” Avery said.

      He turned to find her standing behind him in the same style of clothing the other women wore here, a pair of formfitting blue breeches and a navy-blue shirt that clung to her like a second skin. He quashed the urge to cover her with his own body as if she were naked. This was the way in this place, although how men functioned here without a permanent stauner, he had no idea.

      “Are ye cold? Might ye be more comfortable in a sweater?” He stared at her breasts, the texture of lace visible through the stretchy fabric of her shirt.

      She shook her head, her lips spreading into a lazy smile as if she saw right through him. “No. It’s a comfortable seventy-two degrees in here. Besides, how could you stare at my tits through a sweater?”

      He grunted and jerked his gaze from her chest to her face. “Well, ye have them there for all to see, Avery, in all their glory. Whit do ye expect?”

      She laughed. “The same thing you expected from me the first time I saw your bare knees.” She glanced salaciously at the hem of his kilt and bobbed her eyebrows.

      “That’s not the same and ye know it.”

      She made a low, lecherous sound. “That’s what you think. One flash of a well-muscled calf and I’m wet between the legs.”

      “Avery!”

      “You’ll get used to it,” she promised, her eyes glinting with laughter. She took the container from him. “This is Laurel’s famous curried chicken salad. I’ll make you a sandwich. Have a seat.”

      With a jab of her chin, she indicated a stool next to the counter and he reluctantly sat. His kilt rode up and he was tempted to straighten it. Instead, he raised an eyebrow at her and left his knee bare.

      She narrowed her eyes. “Playing with fire?”

      “Come warm yer hands.”

      She rolled her eyes at him and smirked at the sandwich she was making. “How did things go with your siblings?”

      He scratched the back of his head. “Gabriel is still an arse, but I suppose anyone would be in his position. He’s the heir, ye ken. The rest of us are spares as far as the Mountain is concerned. Expendable. But it’s Gabriel should be on the throne. What Mother is doing is liable to get people killed. The goddess won’t tolerate it forever.”

      A plate clanked down in front of him with bread slathered in a thick layer of the chicken. Avery wiped off the knife she was using on the top slice, and Xavier couldn’t help but be reminded of a warrior wiping blood from his blade. She carried a sort of intensity now that she hadn’t had before. It was right damn sexy. He picked up the sandwich and took a giant bite, never breaking eye contact.

      She sat across from him and folded her arms on the table. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you seem more accepting than I would be if I found out my mother was a killer.”

      He swallowed before answering. “I was ne’er the favorite, ye ken? I’m not surprised Mother is a killer because I never cared much for the woman. To be honest, it was Killian who raised me—that was her consort, my biological father—and I mourned him centuries ago. This new revelation, it does not surprise me as much as ye might think it should.” He shrugged as he placed his food on the plate. Thoughts of his mother’s coldness and the evil done to Marius turned his stomach. “It’s different for Nathaniel. He was always close to our mother. Never fought in the pits with the rest of us. And Gabriel, he’s the one that’s got to oust the madwoman without getting himself, his wife, or his whelp killed. It hasna as much to do with me, really. I’m here for you before them.”

      “Me?” She chuckled. “I’ve little to do with it aside from helping my sister.”

      He frowned. “Haven’t they explained to you that you’re one of the Three Sisters?”

      She scoffed. “I know. Raven, Clarissa, and I are sister witches. Our magic binds us together. The Three Sisters. It’s actually the name of my mom’s bar. Apparently there’s a history of magic in the Tanglewood family.”

      He shook his head. “Aye, all that, but more as well. The Three Sister Witches was a story told to us when we were young. We thought it was folklore, ye ken, not anything real. Something to keep us up at night. Make us do our chores.”

      “There’s a story from Paragon that makes us out to be boogeymen? Great.”

      “No exactly. As the story goes, centuries ago there was a dragon who fell in love with a witch, the queen of Darnuith—that’s the witch kingdom of Paragon—and he came under her thrall. She used him to attack Paragon and try to overthrow the kingdom. My uncle Brynhoff was credited with thwarting the attack and killing both the dragon and the witch. It was the type of political story that all of us in the palace knew was probably load of dung, somethin’ invented at the time to lead people to idolize the king. In truth, Brynhoff was ne’er much of a fighter. If he hadna used the element of surprise to kill Marius, he’d have ne’er gotten ’way with it. Marius was a damn good swordsman.”

      Avery circled her hand impatiently. “So what does this have to do with the three sisters?”

      He lowered his voice, digging into the tale. “Right. Right. Legend has it that the witch queen of Darnuith was one of three sisters herself, and the other two were enraged when they heard their sister was murdered. They cursed the kingdom of Paragon and vowed that one day three sisters—their direct descendants—would enact their revenge and topple the kingdom of Paragon. ’Twas said that when they returned, lava would flow and the mountain would shake. One of these three will have enthralled a dragon, and their offspring will be a monster with the power to bring about the end of the kingdom as we know it.” He leaned in. “It’s why all dragons are forbidden from mating with witches. It seems my brothers and I have been naughty dragons, eh?” He grinned and took another bite of sandwich.

      Avery drummed her fingers on the table. “So Charlie is presumably the aforementioned monster?”

      “Aye.”

      “And we are the foretold sisters destined to destroy the kingdom?”

      “Aye.”

      “Great.”

      “About that, it seems now, in context, the others believe the legend isna about destroying Paragon itself but the kingdom of Paragon. ’Tis about overthrowing our evil mother and reclaiming the throne for the goddess. That’s what I want to help wi’. Ye and I, I ken once we succeed in gettin’ Gabriel and Raven on the throne, can go on wi’ our lives.”

      “Right.” Her face fell.

      “Are ye worried about doing it? Ye’re a good fighter. And Gabriel says his wife and Clarissa are powerful witches. Ye’re foretold to survive.”

      She blinked and looked up at him. “I was just thinking, what does going on with our lives look like to you? I mean, after this is all over?”

      Lines formed around her lips again and Xavier noted the tension in her shoulders. “You’re wondering if I’ll want to stay in Paragon?”

      “Yes.”

      “Nae.”

      “You don’t miss home?”

      He grinned at her and gave her a wink. “I thought ye understood. Home is where you are, mo ghaol. With the exception of taking care of my clan, I will go where you go.”

      Avery leaned across the table and kissed him solidly on the mouth, only pulling apart when they heard her sister scream.
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      “Avery! Avery!” Raven screamed her name from the second floor.

      Avery sprinted for the stairs, Xavier right behind her. They pulled up short outside the door to Nathaniel’s office. Raven and Gabriel stood frozen in the center of the room, staring toward the fire where the egg, now almost as big as the opening to the fireplace, was rocking back and forth on the grill. A hairline crack ran the length of its shell.

      “Oh my God,” Avery whispered. “It’s hatching. What do we do?”

      No one answered her.

      “Seriously, what do people in your world do?” She glanced between Gabriel and Xavier, but both had practically gone catatonic at the sight. “Should someone boil water? Should we take it out of the fire?”

      Nathaniel arrived with Clarissa in tow, Maiara and Alexander behind them. Avery moved to stand next to Raven, and the four filed in behind her, mouths agape.

      Nathaniel stared at the egg in wonder. “By the Mountain, it’s happening.”

      Avery repeated herself to the new arrivals. “What are we supposed to do? Are we supposed to help it hatch or let it fend for itself?”

      Maiara leaned toward the egg and sniffed, then frowned. Maiara’s dark eyes found hers. “I do not know this type of birth, but I smell… I don’t know the word.” She pressed her narrow fingers to her chin. “I sense that we should help it.”

      “Dragon males never see this,” Gabriel muttered, rubbing his neck. “It’s not allowed.”

      Raven started at the statement, blinking from her reverie. “We need Rowan.”

      “I’m here!” Rowan entered the room with Nick, who stopped in the doorway rather than further crowd the room. She approached the fire. “I’ve never done this.” She looked wide-eyed between Raven and Avery. “I’ve read… I mean, they taught us—myself and the other Highborn females—that sometimes the baby isn’t strong enough to get out and the mother has to help pull the shell apart with her talons.”

      Raven rushed forward and reached for the egg, then yelped and tugged her hands back. “The shell is too hot. Why is the shell hot? It’s never been hot to the touch before.”

      Rowan frowned. “Sorry, I forgot about that part. Right before birth, the shell starts taking on heat. We’re supposed to pull it out of the fire. May I? Or would you rather, Gabriel—”

      “Just do it,” Raven cried, cradling her burnt fingers.

      Without hesitation, Rowan reached in and gently lifted the egg from the fireplace grate. She carefully rested it on the Persian rug in front of the desk.

      “At least it didn’t zap you.” Avery hovered nearby in case Rowan needed help.

      “Right.” Rowan frowned. “I… I’m not sure that’s a good sign.”

      Raven’s face turned ashen, and Avery hugged her shoulders to offer support.

      “Can’t you bust out some talons and get it done, Rowan?” Avery said.

      Raven nodded.

      “I would, but I’m afraid.” Rowan pushed her dark curls over her shoulder. “My talons will bounce right off dragon scales. But this baby is part witch. If Charlie’s human side has manifested first and it’s not a dragon in there, my talons could injure or kill him or her in the process of opening the shell. We need a way to see what’s inside.”

      “We need Tobias,” Avery said. “He’s a doctor. He can help.”

      “He and Sabrina are still asleep. It’s barely twilight,” Raven said.

      “Fuck that. Consider me his new alarm clock.” Avery bolted from the room and careened around the corner and down the stairs, into the basement where Tobias was staying with his vampire mate.

      “Help! Tobias, you need to come. Now.”

      She grabbed the dragon by the neck of his royal-blue pajamas and hauled him out of bed. He stumbled onto his feet, blinking.

      “Whoa.” The blond dragon rubbed his eyes. Behind him, Sabrina lifted her head. “What’s going on?”

      “It’s Charlie… The egg is hatching. Slowly. Rowan thinks—”

      Tobias grabbed his black doctor’s bag from the end of the bed. “Lead the way.”

      “I’m right behind you,” Sabrina said.

      She led them back to Nathaniel’s office where Rowan and Gabriel were hunched over the egg.

      “There’s something wrong,” Gabriel said when he saw his brother. “I can feel it.”

      A deep wrinkle formed between Tobias’s brows. Kneeling beside the egg, he opened his bag and removed his stethoscope. He listened, then shook his head. “I can hear a heartbeat, but it’s too slow. We need to get Charlie out of there.”

      Raven gasped.

      Tobias took her hands. “Raven, it’s a good, strong heartbeat, just slow. I don’t want to scare you, but I’m concerned that your baby isn’t strong enough to crack the shell from the inside. We need to help free it.”

      Rowan’s fists opened and closed as if she wanted to take action but feared the result. “But if it’s not a dragon in there, won’t our talons hurt it?”

      “Possibly. That’s a risk we face, but I have to trust that Mother Nature thought of that. Whatever this baby looks like on the outside, both Gabriel and Raven contributed to their genes. Let’s trust that this hatchling is most similar to a dragon.” Tobias looked between Rowan and Gabriel. “My advice is to try to pry the crack apart rather than stab directly into the shell.”

      Gabriel sprouted talons. “I’ll do it.”

      “Gabriel…” Raven pressed a hand to her chest.

      He gave her a steadying gaze. “Trust me.”

      She nodded. He inserted his claws on each side of the crack and pulled, his muscles straining against his shirt with the effort.

      When it was clear he was struggling, Rowan came to his aid. “Maybe if we both…”

      “Try,” Gabriel said.

      She sprouted her own smaller set of talons and went to work on the crack. But the egg wouldn’t budge.

      “Step aside.” Xavier drew his dirk. “I’ll try ma blade.”

      Avery placed a hand on his arm. “No, it could slip and hurt the baby. A dragon’s talons are curved. That’s too straight and sharp.”

      “I agree,” Gabriel said. “Xavier, lend us your strength instead.”

      Xavier sheathed his weapon and wedged himself among the others, trying to dig his fingers into the crack. Nothing worked. The egg might as well have been made of solid marble.

      Nick scoffed. “You were worried about the knife. I’m not sure a jackhammer could get into that thing.”

      Alexander, who looked like he wanted to help but couldn’t find a place around the egg, gave him a hard, desperate look. “If three dragons can’t get into it, you’re right about that.”

      Maiara stroked the healing amulet around her neck. “Perhaps the young isn’t ready to be born yet.”

      Tobias shook his head. “I don’t think so. The heart rate is slowing. The baby is in distress. We have to get it out of there.”

      Clarissa crossed her arms. “All I know is that if I were in there, I’d be afraid to come out with all those talons around me.”

      A thought popped into Avery’s head. She grabbed Clarissa’s shoulders and shook. “You’re a genius.”

      “I am?”

      Avery pushed the dragons aside to get to the egg. “Charlie is protecting himself!”

      Everyone stopped to stare at her. “Think about it. Charlie isn’t zapping you anymore with magic because it’s found another way. This baby has woven a ward around itself within the shell. The problem is, in keeping itself safe from the outside world, it’s also trapping itself inside. Charlie is half witch. We keep treating it like it’s a dragon, but it has magic too.”

      Clarissa approached the egg. “Rowan, you said the dragon mother usually helps the eggs hatch, right?”

      “Sometimes the babies are strong enough to do it on their own but yes, it is common for the mother to help,” Rowan answered in an exasperated tone.

      “Well, this baby’s mother isn’t a dragon. She’s a witch,” Clarissa said.

      Raven closed her eyes and nodded. “Of course. Avery, you’re brilliant! We need to open it with magic, not brute force.”

      “Exactly,” Clarissa said.

      The dragons backed away from the egg as Avery, Clarissa, and Raven stepped forward. “I’ll neutralize Charlie’s magic,” Avery said, kneeling beside one point of the egg.

      “I’ll sing to crack the shell.” Clarissa positioned herself at the opposite end from Avery.

      Raven glanced between the two of them and knelt at the middle of the egg. “I’ll pull the shell apart. I think Charlie needs to see me first.” They all exchanged glances and tentative nods.

      Avery placed her hands on the egg and experienced the now familiar tingling she associated with magical energy. Scalding heat like pavement in summer burned her palms, but she forced herself to hold on. “It’s okay, Charlie. We’re here to help.” The magic fizzled beneath her touch and the shell cooled. “I think the ward is down.”

      Clarissa began to sing a soft tune Avery recognized as a lullaby. The music itself was soothing, but the power it held caused cracks to branch across the shell like a growing spiderweb.

      Avery met Raven’s panicked gaze with calm confidence. “You can do this. Let’s meet your baby.”

      Raven dug her fingers into the widest part of the opening and pulled. A chunk of shell broke off. Avery noticed it was bright gold on the inside and was surprised when the scent of honey reached her nostrils.

      “Do you smell that?” Avery whispered.

      Raven ignored her to tear away another chunk. It wasn’t easy. Even with Clarissa helping, Avery could see Raven break a sweat from the effort. Finally the hole was big enough to see inside. Something downy and white shifted, and a human fist punched out from the shell, chubby and golden.

      “Help me,” Raven demanded.

      Avery started tearing at the shell. Clarissa, still singing, helped too. For a moment, all Avery could see was her sister’s hands and hair as they worked over the egg.

      The crack of splitting stone echoed through the room, and the shell completely shattered. Clarissa stopped singing. Charlie came into view, steadied between Raven’s hands.

      “It’s a girl,” Clarissa whispered.

      Avery couldn’t speak. Charlie did not look like a dragon at all. She was the size of a six-month-old baby, golden-skinned, with silky blond curls as pale as spiderwebs.

      “She has your eyes,” Avery said breathlessly, marveling at the bright blue.

      Gabriel knelt down beside Raven and brushed Charlie’s curls aside to expose two crescent-shaped birthmarks beside her right temple. “She has at least one thing from me.” He brushed the hair off the back of her neck, and Avery spotted the three vee-shaped ridges there, indicative of their species. She also noticed two ridges below her shoulder blades.

      “Are those…?”

      Gabriel stroked along the baby’s spine. Everyone in the room gasped as two white wings unraveled, unlike any dragon wings Avery had ever seen. They had no talon at the arc, or scales, or fleshy webbing. Instead, they were covered in downy white feathers.

      “How?” Raven asked. Her gaze sought out Rowan’s. “Is this… normal?”

      Rowan shook her head, eyes bulging.

      “She is a gift from the Great Spirit. It is a sign,” Maiara said.

      Clarissa circled Charlie and Raven to get a better look. “She’s not a dragon; she’s an angel.”

      As if in response, Charlie chose that moment to belch, sending a ball of fire coursing from her mouth. It singed Raven’s hair, and Gabriel had to pat out the fire with his bare hand.

      “Oh, she’s a dragon,” he said, taking her into his arms and bounced her gently. His grin was filled with nothing but pride.

      Avery rose, stepped over the golden shell fragments, and took refuge in Xavier’s arms, suddenly overwhelmed by it all. The joy of having a new baby niece. The fear of the unexpected. The deep desire to protect the people in this room.

      “Aye. It’s a wee bit strange, but they’re just a few feathers.” He tipped her face up to look at him. He gave her wink. “Ye’re not going weak in the knees on me now, are ye? There wasna even any blood.”

      As always, Xavier’s crooked smile held nothing but lighthearted joviality. Nothing ever seemed to shake him. He was her rock.

      On tiptoe, she kissed him. “Not a chance.”

      “She’ll need fresh meat and blood.” Nathaniel moved around the desk.

      “Blood?” Raven’s voice rose an octave.

      “No worries. I’ll call the butcher.” Nathaniel reached for the phone. His hand froze as the silver candle on his desk blazed to life.

      Clarissa’s brow furrowed deeply. “I thought you said you gave the other shadow-mail candle to Sylas?”

      “I did. Someone hit the lights.”

      Avery slapped the switch, plunging the room into darkness. All of them stared as the shadow-mail candle’s light flickered. Shadows danced along the desktop. Dark and light twisted together. Charlie mewled softly in the silent room.

      The shadows bent into letters. Nathaniel’s eyes widened. Avery leaned forward to read what was written across the light.

      She’s coming. Run.
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      One of the keys to a successful existence, Aborella mused, was understanding control—when you had it, when you didn’t, and when you could change the locus to your advantage. She’d hesitated to tell Eleanor about her vision, but in the end there was only so long an egg could take to hatch. She’d described her vision in detail, and the empress had used her magic to bring them here.

      Now she stood beside Eleanor at a crossroads in the English countryside in a place called Oxfordshire. Although they hadn’t even entered Nathaniel’s fortress, the empress smiled as if she’d already killed the babe within. She definitely looked the part of the Angel of Death. Dressed in head-to-toe black leather, her eyes were winged with dark kohl, her lips painted blood red. Two jewel-encrusted daggers hung from scabbards strapped to each of her thighs. Why she’d come armed, Aborella couldn’t fathom. The empress’s magic was far deadlier than any physical weapon, and she’d brought Aborella and Ransom along to do any dirty work she couldn’t accomplish herself.

      “All but two of your offspring are guarding the whelp, Eleanor. Killing it will not be easy,” Aborella warned. “And, of course, there’s Raven herself.”

      “As you’ve mentioned twice before.” Eleanor rolled her eyes. “Honestly, Aborella, since your accident, you’ve become such a wet blanket.”

      “My accident?” Fury bloomed in the pit of Aborella’s chest. She checked it and forced her jaw to loosen before saying, “Are you referring to the day Nathaniel almost killed me and you buried me alive?”

      She shrugged. “I fed you my tooth, didn’t I? You are standing here thanks to dragon magic.”

      Ransom cleared his throat. “Empress, are we in the right place? I thought Nathaniel’s manor—”

      “Oh, shut up. Of course we are in the right place. Can’t you feel the magic?” Eleanor waved her hand toward the bucolic moor in front of them, Earth’s single sun low but rising over its rolling green beauty.

      Ransom shook his head slowly, his chiseled features turning pink with embarrassment. Goddess, the male was dumb. Aborella chuckled internally at the guard’s blank look.

      “Would you like me to attempt to blast through the wards?” Aborella brushed some dust from the cuff of the gold vilt jacket she wore. She loved the color. It brought out the blue in her amethyst skin.

      “No need. I learned something from Nathaniel the last time we were together. It didn’t take me long to deconstruct the spell. One is never too old to learn a new trick.” Eleanor reached into a small box concealed in her belt and removed a long, thin cigarette like the ones Aborella had seen humans smoke in years gone by. Dragons had no reason to smoke. Only the Elves of Rogos made it a habit and then only from long, hand-carved pipes.

      Eleanor blew a bit of fire across the end to light the tobacco and then took a long steady drag. She exhaled the smoke in a ring that formed a pentagram-shaped dial with glowing arcane symbols in each of its sectors. Eleanor dug her fingers in and turned the dial as if she were cracking a safe.

      A chill ran through Aborella’s bones when she felt the ward give way. Nathaniel’s defenses were the most powerful work of magic Aborella had detected in some time. The idea that even this could be so easily deconstructed at the empress’s whims was truly terrifying.

      Ransom’s eyes grew large as they stepped across the threshold onto a cobblestone path that led to the grand manor beyond. The place had sprung into existence in front of them only seconds before, and Aborella didn’t miss how the magic made Ransom’s hands shake. A carriage arrived, pulled by a giant black horse. There was no driver.

      Ransom moved to get in, and Aborella had to stop herself from slapping the side of his head.

      “It’s a trap, you fool,” Eleanor said, gripping Ransom’s upper arm. “We fly.”

      She sprouted wings and soared toward the mansion. Aborella twisted into a column of smoke and manifested beside her. Ransom caught up, his hand on the rod at his hip, a Paragonian weapon meant to stun.

      Once there, Eleanor raised her hands as if to blast open the door with her magic, but Aborella reached forward and tried the knob. It was unlocked. The heavy door swung open, and the three stepped inside.

      “Where—” Ransom tried to speak, but Eleanor pressed a finger over his lips. Her black-painted nail was filed to a point and speared the skin under his nose. He shut up and held perfectly still. Maybe he was smarter than he looked.

      Aborella pointed to the stairs. They climbed to the second level. Eleanor lifted her nose and inhaled sharply, then gestured down the hall. A light was on, and they entered an office that smelled faintly of smoke.

      “What have we here?” Aborella knelt down and fished a three-inch shard of gold from under the sofa in front of the empty fireplace. She held it up between her thumb and forefinger.

      “Dragon shell,” Eleanor hissed. “Search the rooms. Search the entire house.”

      The empress left Aborella behind as she hastened from the room, seething. Ransom bumbled after her. Aborella stayed where she was. Scanning the room, her gaze caught on a splotch of silver wax on the desk, next to an empty candleholder. A breathy laugh bubbled up inside her, and she took care to suppress the sound.

      That’s right, Nathaniel, she thought. Keep that with you. I can’t help you without it.

      Eleanor’s voice screeched from a room down the hall. “They’re gone! They are all gone!”

      Aborella narrowed her eyes in the direction of her empress and dropped her chin. Oh yes, Eleanor, they are long gone. And unfortunately for you, this is only the first in a humbling string of frustrations to come. Well, if Aborella had anything to do with it.
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      “No, Mom, I’m not coming home.” Avery stood on the bow of the cruise ship with her cell phone to her ear, Xavier behind her. She felt his supportive kiss land on the top of her head.

      “I don’t understand. When will you be back?” Her mother’s voice sounded desperate and Avery’s stomach clenched. As usual, she was tempted to appease her. Old habits died hard. It would be so easy to just give in and say two weeks, a month. But the truth was, she wasn’t sure if she’d ever set foot in New Orleans again.

      “I need to be very clear about this, Mom, because I think I’ve been too weak to tell you the full truth in the past. It’s unfair to you how I’ve put you off, and I apologize for that. I do. But I’ve done some major soul searching, and it’s time for me to tell you the truth. I’m quitting the Three Sisters.”

      Her mother’s gasp filled her ear and then the line went absolutely silent for three long breaths. “You’re quitting for good?”

      “Yes. I don’t want to run a bar. I don’t want to serve, or cook, or bartend, or be the manager or even the owner. I don’t want to live in New Orleans. It’s been a good experience and I’ve learned so much from you about business and about people, but I want more. This is my chance to move on, and I’m taking it.”

      “So you can work in a bookstore instead?” Her mother’s tone was incredulous.

      “No. This isn’t about what I’m going to do instead. This is about what I’m not going to do. I am not going to take over the Three Sisters from you. I’m not sure exactly what I want to do with my life. Maybe I’ll go back to college. Maybe I’ll try something new. What I do know is that I won’t be coming home anytime soon. I want you to hire my replacement. You can’t keep waiting for me. It’s time for you to move on.”

      Silence. “I suppose this goes for Raven too?”

      “Yes. We’re together and we’re safe.”

      “I should have known when she married Gabriel that things would change.”

      “This isn’t about Gabriel.” Avery sighed. “Raven spent so many years a prisoner to her illness, and you and I, we lived our lives around Raven. Now that she’s free, I want to be free too. We’re going to travel, and yes, Gabriel is funding it. This isn’t goodbye forever. I just can’t have you holding on, thinking we’ll be back any day now. You need to look out for yourself and your business. Hire my replacement. Move on with your life.”

      “So this is what it feels like to have an empty nest.” Her mother released a deep sigh.

      “Don’t you think it’s time?” As hard as it had been for Avery to rip the Band-Aid off, now that it was over, a deep sense of relief came over her. “It might not seem like it now, but this will be good for you too, Mom.”

      Her mother’s long silence on the other end of the line caused Avery to question if she’d lost the connection.

      But then her mother said, “All right. I hear you. I love you, Avery, and if this is what you need to be happy, you have my full support. I do think you’re right on some level, and someday I might feel better about it too. Until then, please promise me you’ll stay safe.”

      “I promise.”

      “So will you be staying at Mistwood then, for now?”

      “No. Actually, we’ve decided to take a cruise to Greece.”

      “Greece?” Her mother’s breath caught in her throat. “How exciting!”

      “I can’t wait. But listen, the island we’re going to has terrible cell service, so don’t worry about us if you call and can’t reach us, okay?”

      “How will I know you’re safe?”

      “I’ll call when I can. Maybe I’ll send you an old-fashioned letter.” Avery glanced over her shoulder where the rest of her family was waiting. “I’ve got to go. I love you, Mom.”

      “I love you too, Avery. You know, I never wanted this place to be a cage for you. Every mother dreams of giving her daughter wings and teaching her to fly. I thought this could be your launching pad. I’m happy you’re doing what speaks to your heart, and I hope you find what you’re looking for out there.”

      Avery’s eyes filled with tears as she said her goodbyes, hung up the phone, and turned in to Xavier’s embrace.

      “I’d like to meet yer parents someday.”

      She kissed him gently on the jaw. “I’d like that too.”

      They joined the others on deck. Charlie was sleeping peacefully under a blanket in a bassinet that, for the moment, was doing a good job of hiding her wings. After the shadow-mail candle had ignited and the warning had come for them to run, each of them had packed their things in record speed while Sabrina booked this cruise at Nathaniel’s request. They’d barely had time to feed Charlie before they were barreling away from Mistwood.

      “Why Greece anyway?” Avery asked Nathaniel.

      Nathaniel turned to the others. “When I freed Sylas from the dungeons of Paragon, he told me about a Greek island called Aeaea.”

      “Mythology,” Tobias said. “It doesn’t actually exist.”

      Nathaniel shook his head. “It does exist. Humans can’t find it, but dragons can. Sylas did. South of Rome, in the Tyrrhenian Sea.”

      Raven’s hand went to her throat. “Does Circe still live there?”

      “Sylas told me he met her.”

      Breath caught in Avery’s throat. Could it be possible? According to Raven, they were descended from the goddess, but she’d considered it only in abstract terms, no more seriously than she had considered tales of Zeus and Hera from her childhood. Could they really be headed to the goddess’s actual home?

      “There’s more,” Nathaniel said. “Sylas told me the island is a bridge between worlds. It connects Earth and Ouros, the realm of the five kingdoms.” Nathaniel rubbed his forehead as if his head had begun to ache. “Sylas sent us that message, and I believe he will be there, waiting for us. It’s the only place where we can hide and be safe while we decide our next move.” His gaze fell on Charlie.

      Xavier wrapped his arms tighter around Avery. “Well, with a goddess on our side, I predict we’ll have Gabriel back on the throne in no time.”

      No one said a word, but one by one, they looked out across the ocean and toward a future Avery thought even Nathaniel’s tarot cards could not predict.
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      Far above this world, in the palace of the gods on top of Mount Olympus, Hera sneered into her looking glass. Eleanor should have wiped out her filthy progeny by now, but instead the Treasure of Paragon traveled for the safety of Aeaea. If they made it there, they would be out of Eleanor’s reach. Out of her reach. Even Hera would be helpless to interfere. The Titans had gifted the island to Circe as both her jail and her sanctuary, and although she suspected the goddess occasionally used her magic to venture out of her wall-less prison, only one god of Olympus had successfully broached her shores.

      “You tell that yellow-eyed witch that if she allows the dragon spawn onto Aeaea, she will have to answer to me.” Hera turned to Hermes, pointing at the table where her looking glass showed her the six dragons and their mates barreling across the ocean.

      The messenger of the gods inspected his nails. “It seems she already has you to deal with. Aren’t you the one who secured the tonic from Hades that is even now being used to keep the goddess of the mountain sedated? You know Circe and Aitna are cousins and quite close. Circe is within her rights to retaliate.”

      Hermes passed his hand over the mirror, and a warrior woman dressed in flowing red magma appeared in the glass. Her eyes were closed and her chest rose and fell in a soft, slow rhythm.

      “I had every right to act against the Mountain. She hides my book of magic within her boundaries.” Hera bared her teeth and pointed at Hermes’s face. The god was much too attractive for his own good. How she’d love to ruin that pretty face and teach him a lesson. “And Circe… Do not tell me about that sorceress’s rights. She hid her children in my garden, and one of her brats seduced my dragon and stole my book of magic! They must pay. That book was given to me by Zeus himself.”

      Hermes crossed his arms and returned her explosive tantrum with a look of utter boredom. “There is no proof the book is even within the realm of Ouros. The three sisters might have hidden it anywhere.”

      “It’s there. The witch queen of Darnuith admitted as much before she died.”

      Hermes shrugged, a barely perceptible grin turning the corner of his mouth. He was always sickeningly smug.

      Hera perused his golden skin and ivory tunic with contempt. “You only resist me because you’ve taken Circe as your lover.”

      He rolled his blue eyes. “I have had many lovers, Hera. I cannot be expected to favor every one of them.”

      Hera rushed him, lightning crackling in the air around her. She fisted his tunic. “Take my warning to Circe, messenger, or I will inform Zeus of your dereliction of duty. Tell her I have ways of making her suffer that do not involve Aeaea.”

      Hermes jerked away from her and smoothed his tunic. He offered her an exaggerated bow. “As you wish, Goddess.”

      The wings on his shoes began to flap, and he moved for the edge of the palace balcony overlooking the worlds below.

      “Oh, and Hermes”—Hera straightened, her pupils burning with her anger—“tell Circe her protection is only worthwhile if the dragons actually make it to Aeaea.”
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      When Dianthe’s misinterpreted vision leads Everfield to ruin, Sylas feels he must take decisive action to protect the Defenders of the Goddess from exposure. Only cutting off his mate from her work for the rebellion drives a personal wedge between them, one that threatens to destroy Sylas from the inside out. It’s all made more complicated when his siblings arrive and his plans to take back the kingdom must be accelerated. Turn the page to continue the story with HIDDEN DRAGON!
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      Every time Sylas thought of his wife, Dianthe, he pictured her in the kitchen. When the light poured through their cottage window and caught the flecks of gold—color that had shed from her wings like glitter—on her mahogany skin, everything in his world felt right. Something about watching her bent over a bowl or inspecting a freshly baked tray of cookies proved to his soul that the world was good. How could tragedy befall anyone surrounded by the smell of warmed cinnamon?

      Not that Dianthe’s talents were limited to the domestic arts. On the contrary, her healing powers were legendary among her kind, and her second sight had proven invaluable to the resistance. Before he’d even known who the Defenders of the Goddess were, Dianthe had been a high-ranking officer and an integral part of the formation of the rebellion.

      Their relationship had taken root on the island of Aeaea where he’d hidden after he and his siblings had been scattered to the four winds following the murder of his eldest brother, Marius. One of Dianthe’s visions had led the Defenders of the Goddess to the same island for the purpose of establishing a base camp. Once she’d discovered who he was, a Treasure of Paragon, one of eight remaining heirs to the kingdom, she had been the one to tell him the truth about his wicked mother. In Eleanor’s bottomless thirst for power, she and his uncle Brynhoff had murdered Marius. Dianthe was the reason he had joined the rebellion and risen through the ranks, finding his purpose in the cause.

      She was a warrior even if her only weapon was her mind.

      Still, after so long away from home, picturing her in the kitchen had become his way to ground himself. Dianthe always seemed happy there. All the muscles of her face and shoulders relaxed, the tiny lines of tension loosening around her eyes and mouth. Her pupils grew large, the amber irises focused evenly on her task, completely empty of worry, completely content. In the kitchen, she was above it all. Nothing could touch her.

      That’s how he chose to think of her. There was too much blood, too much violence, to see her as she truly was, a fairy who’d chosen a life fighting by his side, fighting his evil mother’s lust for power and risking her life to defend the five kingdoms. She’d chosen the fight before they met, but he’d always recognized it was his fucked-up family that had brought darkness into her life.

      Now he joined her at the kitchen table and dipped his finger into the batter inside the powder-blue bowl she worked over. He stole a taste. “Mmmm. You’re making crizzle rolls. My favorite.”

      “Sylas!” Dianthe smacked his shoulder. “That’s for the party tonight. You don’t want to show up at Elder Tree empty-handed, do you?”

      “They won’t miss a mouthful.” He smacked his lips. “There’s something different.”

      “I added a little lemon and fever fruit. Trader’s spice.”

      He scooped up another dollop and popped it in his mouth. “Yes, the trader’s spice makes it,” he mumbled around his finger.

      “Goddess have you, Sylas, I’m serious! Get your hands out of my bowl.” She turned the full weight of her heavily annoyed stare on him.

      He took it as a challenge. “Hmm. If I can’t have the batter, what can I do to keep my mouth busy?” Reaching for her, he traced along the skin of her shoulder with the back of his nails.

      She lowered her chin and stared up at him through impossibly thick lashes. “If I hadn’t known what I was getting into mating a dragon, I’d tell you to go suck an egg.” Wings fluttering, she allowed the spoon to clink against the side of the bowl. She wrapped her arms around his neck. “Lucky for you, I knew exactly what I was getting into mating a dragon, and I have far better uses for that naughty mouth.”

      A deep, vibrating purr rumbled in his chest when her mouth met his, her full lips tasting of crizzle batter and the remains of her smile. He hoisted her up his body, felt her legs wrap around his hips. The world melted away. All his responsibilities, the horrors he’d seen over his years leading the rebellion, all of it retreated to the back of his mind and pure joy filled his heart. Goddess, he wanted her. Wanted to bury himself in her for days. Wanted to taste every inch of her.

      He pushed the bowl aside and lowered his mate to the table, reaching for the buttons of her dress.

      “Sylas, stop. Wait.” Dianthe’s lashes fluttered.

      Sylas froze. Her eyes rolled back in the way they did when she was seized by a vision; her stomach tensed rigidly. A tremble rattled her body. He supported her with his arms as the magic rolled through her.

      “What is it? What do you see?”

      Her eyes widened in terror, her entire body quaking under him.

      He held her tighter. “I’ve got you. I’ve got you. Tell me what you’ve seen.”

      “Everfield… on fire. The Obsidian Guard is coming.”

      “When?” He stood up and lifted her from the table, placing her on her feet.

      A tear cut along her cheek and her voice shook as she blurted, “Now.”

      Screams cut through the cottage from the forest outside and Sylas inhaled deeply, then cursed. He smelled smoke. “Mountain help us.”

      He ran to the door and peeked out. Fire. Chaos. Fairies screamed as they fled from dragons in black-and-red uniforms who were kicking in doors and dragging people from their homes before they set those homes on fire.

      He closed the door. “They’re burning Empyrean Wood.”

      “Oh goddess, Sylas. What can we do?” Dianthe began to weep in earnest.

      Taking her by the shoulders, he denied his instinct to comfort her. They’d both known this was a possibility. Dianthe could fall apart. He couldn’t. He had to follow the plan and get her out of there.

      He grabbed the bags he’d packed for just such an emergency and handed one to her. He strapped the other onto his back. “We go together, out the back, hand in hand. I’ll cloak you in invisibility. Don’t look back.”

      Dianthe stared at the backpack in her hands. “When did you pack these?”

      “You know when.”

      She frowned. “We can’t just leave, Sylas! People will die. The Obsidian Guard is here. They’re showing no mercy. You have to shift. We have to fight!” She clutched the strap of the bag until her fingers turned white.

      He shook his head. “I’m not strong enough to face the Guard alone, and calling on the rebellion now would undermine everything we’ve worked for. They’re not ready. We’d lose and all would be for nothing.”

      When she didn’t move, he hoisted her bag onto one shoulder. If she wouldn’t carry it, he would.

      More screams filtered through the walls, closer now. A knock came on the door, followed by the voice of a young fairy. “The Guard is coming. Save yourself. Run!”

      Sylas grabbed her hooded cloak off the rack and wrapped it around Dianthe, dressing her as if she were a child. He thanked the Mountain she was still wearing her boots. “Out the back.” He tugged her toward the rear door.

      She pulled up short of the exit and glanced woefully at the healing branches of the tree that grew at the center of their cottage. “Sylas, the zum zum! It’s one of the last of its kind.”

      It was much too large to move, big enough to support the body of a full-grown male now and capable of curing fairies of most ills. Dianthe had healed many friends, neighbors, and community members in that tree, as well as the one fairy he’d begged her not to heal—Aborella.

      Dianthe had claimed she’d seen a vision of Aborella fighting on the side of the rebellion, but her visions were open to interpretation. That one was exceptionally nebulous. But when they’d come across the fairy, gravely injured and buried alive outside the palace walls in Paragon, he’d allowed Dianthe to talk him into bringing her here. His mate had spent days painstakingly caring for and healing the fairy. But once she was healed, Aborella went straight back to the Obsidian Palace. He was almost certain she was behind this raid. Why else would the Guard be in Everfield now?

      He gave Dianthe a mournful look. “We have to leave it. There’s nothing we can do.”

      “Sylas—”

      “Shhhh.” He made them both invisible before throwing open the back door and ushering her out onto the path.

      All fairy homes were built from living materials, and their cottage was no exception. The walls consisted of tightly woven branches, creating a large, leafy dome completely integrated into the forest. Outside, the scene of utter chaos that met them turned his stomach. The entire north side of the Empyrean Wood was on fire. Everyone was evacuating. Those not fast enough to flee found their faces plunged into the dirt by soldiers wearing the black-and-red uniforms of Paragon. Blood flowed. Everything was on fire.

      He tried to cover Dianthe’s eyes to save her from the sight.

      “Don’t bother. I saw it in my vision.” She shoved his hand away. “I’ll be seeing it in my nightmares for as long as I live.”

      He tugged her forward, breaking into a run when he saw a guard at the neighboring cottage, kicking down the door.

      “By order of the empress of Paragon, I am here to exact punishment for aiding a fugitive of the crown.” The guard’s pronouncement came through a haughty grin before he charged into the abode.

      Sylas heard the screams of their elderly neighbor, Wynter.

      “Oh my goddess, Sylas. What will they do to her?”

      “I don’t know. Keep moving.”

      “We have to help!”

      He repositioned the bags, yanked her against him with his free arm, and spread his wings, taking to the air. The position of the bags and uneven weight set him off-balance, and it took his best effort to climb above the trees and soar beyond the limits of the village. It was a relief when Serenity Harbor came into view.

      “Sylas, answer me!” Dianthe sobbed. “How could you just leave her there to deal with those… those cretins alone?”

      He landed on the docks and swept her toward the sailboat he’d kept at the ready. He tossed in both bags, then turned to his mate. “Get in.”

      “Not until you talk to me.”

      He swept her under his arm and carried her onto the boat, then went about untying it from the dock. His oread, Indigo, appeared beside him, and together they pushed off the dock and rowed out to open water.

      Indigo readied the sail. “To Aeaea as planned?”

      Sylas nodded.

      “Aeaea?” Dianthe asked. “We’re going back to Circe’s island now? What about Everfield?”

      “There’s nothing we can do, Dianthe. There’re too many of them. Any attempt to help would reveal our identities. We’d both be in the dungeon by nightfall.” Sylas’s throat was thick and gritty. He’d held back his emotions from the first sniff of smoke. Just a few more minutes. He couldn’t allow himself to break, not until he knew they were safe.

      Dianthe looked back the way they’d come and broke into deep, wrenching sobs. Even though Sylas told himself not to, he looked back too. Flames engulfed Everfield, licking over the trees and turning the entire sky red and hazy. Fairies gathered on Serenity Beach, holding each other as their homes burned. He thanked the Mountain for every single one he saw. At least they were alive.

      His mate grabbed his arm as if she were holding on for dear life.

      “We’ll be safe soon.” The words sounded hollow, completely inadequate.

      Her sobs abated. A far darker emotion moved in, clouding her eyes and causing her lips to peel back from her teeth. “Safe? You think I’m worried about being safe! How could you just leave them like that? We could have helped. We might have saved Wynter from whatever fate befell her at the hands of your people!”

      That was it. Sylas could abide no more. Heat flooded his face, and all the muscles in his back tensed. “Wynter would be fine if you hadn’t invited a viper into our home.”

      Dianthe pushed away from him, hugging herself against his words.

      “Why do you think the Obsidian Guard was there? Didn’t you hear them say this was retribution for taking in a fugitive? Who do you think told them there was a fugitive in Everfield? Who is the only other person who knows who I really am and that I’ve been living with you there?”

      “No. It can’t be. I saw… I saw her helping us.” Dianthe shook her head vehemently.

      “Your vision was wrong. Don’t you get it?” He pointed a hand at Everfield in flames. “You made a mistake, Dianthe, and Everfield paid the price!”

      She gasped as if he’d slapped her.

      “I’m sorry to put it so bluntly, but you knew there was the possibility. You told me yourself that visions are open to interpretation. People have free will. They can change their minds.”

      “Yes, but I befriended her. She’s changed. She was kind.”

      “Give me a break.” Sylas held his head. “She was kind when you were giving her what she wanted! When she needed you! I told you she was evil.”

      Dianthe’s already red eyes began to tear again.

      “You gave her information. I know you did. Not a lot, I’m sure. But you wanted to endear yourself to her. I know you, Dianthe. I know you had good intentions. But if you’d seen her face when I told her we knew who she was. If you’d seen how quickly she fled… Everfield is burning because of Aborella.”

      Dianthe’s knees seemed to give out and she sat down hard, her hair blowing in the saltwater breeze. All light drained from her eyes and her mouth gaped. Beyond the stern, the ever-reddening sky over Everfield was thick with smoke from the active fires. How long would Empyrean Wood burn? Would there be anything left by the time they put it out?

      “You think Everfield is burning because of Aborella, and Aborella was there because of… me.” Dianthe grimaced as the truth set in.

      Sylas wished he could tell her she was wrong, but he’d known this would happen. Aborella was as evil as they came. She couldn’t be trusted. “It’s not your fault. You’ve always been able to trust your visions in the past. It’s just now…”

      “Now what?”

      Every part of Sylas felt heavy and bone weary. He didn’t have the heart to tell her that Aborella might have infected her or polluted her gift with a dark curse. He didn’t know for sure, but he suspected they could not trust Dianthe’s visions any longer. Not right away. Even tonight’s prophecy had been far too late to be of much help. She was off her game. They’d have to be cautious.

      He couldn’t tell her now though. Not like this. Not when her homeland was burning and she had no idea if the community she’d grown up in, the people she loved, were well and safe. He sat beside her and slid his hand into hers.

      “Nothing. We’re safe. I’m here. This is the best we can do for now.”

      He was relieved when she seemed to accept it. She laid her head on his shoulder and watched helplessly as the forest of her childhood and the home they’d built together blazed.
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      Aborella stood at the window of her ritual room, scanning the forest beyond the Obsidian Palace for any sign of her familiar, Abacus. Days ago she’d tied a note of warning to the leg of the silver bird, commanding her to fly to Dianthe. Abacus had never returned. Worse, when she’d attempted to call the bird to her using their magical bond, she’d been met only with emptiness where there’d once been a connection. She was beginning to fear her dear pet was dead.

      Surely Dianthe wouldn’t have harmed the bird. Sylas perhaps, if he’d thought she was using it to spy, but she doubted it. His mate would never allow it. Still, she hadn’t slept well since. Something was wrong. Something that was too close to her to see.

      After searching the sky one more time, she turned to the dark crystal she sometimes used for scrying. She rested her fingers on the smooth surface.

      “Show me Abacus,” she whispered.

      Cloudy images flitted through the reflection in the stone. Shapeless masses. Nothing she could discern. Nothing helpful. But then an easily recognizable feeling overcame her. Like being dipped in ice water, she sensed evil pressing in around her, nipping her skin. She was sinking, being swallowed by absolute darkness.

      With a gasp, she removed her fingers from the stone. Oh, Abacus. What happened to you?

      Three sharp knocks came on the door. Strange—normally no one bothered her here. They were all too afraid of disturbing her work for the empress. She didn’t get a chance to ask who it was. Without any invitation on Aborella’s part, Eleanor, empress of Paragon, entered like an arctic wind.

      Aborella stood and bowed. “Empress, to what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “Have you found the child yet?” Eleanor demanded. She was dressed in red velvet today, in a gown that might have hung on the wall as its own work of art. The stiff neckline circled her shoulders and folded around her body, giving the appearance that she was wrapped inside the head of a rose. The effect was striking… until the empress smiled. Then all Aborella could think was that she’d found the thorn.

      “Unfortunately, no.” Aborella did her best to feign disappointment. “My visions are unclear. I suspect Raven and her sisters are blocking me. I’ll keep trying. I’m bound to find a crack in their protective magic with time.”

      The empress grunted and paced into the room, her fingers trailing over the herbs and magical objects on the shelf. Aborella bristled as Eleanor’s nails passed the shadow-mail candle she’d stolen from Sylas and Dianthe. If the empress ever found out she’d used it to warn Nathaniel of the empress’s plans to destroy the child, she’d likely kill Aborella. Or worse.

      “And what of the rebellion,” Eleanor asked slowly. “Has your sight been effective at tracking their whereabouts?”

      Aborella knew better than to try the same trick twice. Eleanor’s expectations must be appeased. “Yes, I see them in Rogos. I believe they’re sheltering near the sacred pools of Niven.”

      Eleanor’s brows arched toward her intricately braided dark hair. “The pools of Niven? Smart of them to hide in the only place on Ouros where the water is deadly to dragons. I wonder though how they managed the elves. After all, their leader, Lord Niall, told me only yesterday that they were committed to neutrality. I doubt he’d suffer a band of rebels on his most holy ground.”

      Aborella spread her hands. “My visions are always open to interpretation.”

      “Hmmm. Yes. And lately all interpretations seem to lead nowhere.” Eleanor walked to the window, crossed her arms, and stared out at nothing in particular. Her already dark eyes seemed to grow darker despite her face turning toward the sun. Aborella remembered when those eyes shone silver.

      Eleanor had changed over the past months, lost weight and grown exceedingly pale. Her eyes were now the color of onyx and seemed to absorb the light rather than reflect it. It was the blood magic. That type of magic demanded a price, and it showed in Eleanor’s hollow cheeks and skeletal arms.

      “I will redouble my efforts,” Aborella promised. “I haven’t tried an amplification spell yet. With the right magic, I know I can get you what you need.”

      “I expect more from you.” Eleanor turned from the window and glared at her.

      Icy shards of fear speared through Aborella’s torso, and the hair on the back of her neck stood on end. What had happened? What did Eleanor know that she wasn’t sharing?

      “And you will get it, my empress. For as long as we’ve been friends, I’ve taken pride in teaching you magic and advocating for you through your many trials, all in support of your goal to unite the five kingdoms. I won’t stop now. We will find answers. We’ll find the child and the rebels.” Aborella thought the lie sounded perfectly believable to her ears, but with every word, Eleanor’s face distorted with building rage.

      “Yes,” she snapped. “You will find answers, Aborella, or things will get… difficult for you.” Hands planted on her bony hips, Eleanor called toward the open door. “Ransom, please show Aborella what you showed me.”

      A dragon with a chiseled jaw and thick wavy hair strode into the room. She’d long suspected that Ransom, captain of the Obsidian Guard, was serving the empress in another capacity than her head of security. She’d caught the empress’s fingers lingering on his arm and encountered him in the hall outside her chambers late into the evening. The dragon was handsome but both a coward and a fool. She never welcomed his company.

      He had a bag in his hand. Whatever was in it stank like rancid meat. Aborella shivered from the stench. “What is that?”

      He reached a hand into the bag and retrieved a dead animal. Dead for days by the looks of it. With abject horror, she realized it was a bird, dangling from his fingers by its legs, its feathers stained with blood. Oh goddess, it was Abacus! Dead, rotting. She stank of decay. Her once bright silver color had dulled in her death. Her silvery voice had silenced for evermore.

      An arrow of pain shot straight through Aborella’s heart, shattering it. She stumbled back a step, clutching her chest. Small sips of air were all she could manage as she tried her best not to cry. Nothing good would come from Eleanor seeing her cry.

      “What have you done?” she rasped. The symbols in her dark purple skin came alive, her magic itching to teach Ransom a lesson.

      “Don’t,” the empress warned Aborella. “I will fry you where you stand.”

      Aborella shot daggers at Eleanor. “What is the meaning of this?”

      Eleanor nodded at Ransom, who withdrew a strip of rolled parchment from the bag. Aborella’s heart stopped. The message she’d sent to Dianthe, it was there in his hand.

      To her dismay, he unrolled it and read her message aloud. “Beware. The forest has eyes. Don’t lose faith. I will help you.”

      “Ransom saw the bird fly from your window the very day you returned to us. Who will you help, Aborella? Which forest has eyes? What exactly should they beware of?” Eleanor took a step toward her, unblinking, like a tiger moving in for the kill.

      “I have no idea who wrote that—”

      “I shot the bird from the air directly.” Ransom stared down his nose at her. “No one else could have written it but you.”

      “It was your familiar, Aborella. The note is in your handwriting. Do not play games with me. Haven’t you learned yet that I make the rules, I hold all the pieces? You are either on my side or no side. Do you understand?” Eleanor barked the words, striding closer until she was towering over Aborella, her teeth bared. “Now tell me the truth! Who was the note intended for?”

      Aborella allowed the first lie that popped into her mind to slip off her tongue. “Merely a girl in the village who I promised to teach magic. Her father does not approve. We’ve been using the forest to practice.”

      Eleanor shook her head. Before Aborella could take her next breath, the empress’s magic coursed over her skin like liquid lightning, holding her in place. Talons gripped one of her wings. Sharp pain cut into the place the silver gossamer met her back.

      “I am so disappointed in you, Aborella. Do you know what I think? I think the time you spent in Everfield recovering has corrupted you. I think that message was meant for the friends you made there. I think you are helping the rebellion.”

      Helpless in the grip of Eleanor’s magic, Aborella’s panicked gaze pleaded with Ransom, but the guard barely looked at her. He seemed bored. His gaze drifted toward the window, the body of her familiar still dangling from his fingertips. There would be no help coming from his direction. There would be no help coming at all.

      “I haven’t told you the best part.” Eleanor’s voice was eerily quiet. She whispered the words through her teeth, directly into Aborella’s ear. “Since we couldn’t trust you and we weren’t sure who got into your head, we simply burned down the entire Empyrean Wood. Even as we speak, your home kingdom of Everfield is in ashes.”

      Hot, prickling tears stirred in Aborella’s vision. Was Dianthe okay? What about all the people, the children who’d danced around the fire during the waning festival the last night she was there? Were they all homeless now?

      “I am a generous empress,” Eleanor said through a fake pout. “I offered to annex Everfield and devote all of Paragon’s resources to rebuilding the territory, but alas, Chancellor Ciro is hell-bent on retaining their independence. I imagine it’s only a matter of time though before the population is so hungry they will beg to become ours.”

      Aborella felt the magic noose around her throat loosen by a fraction, and she gasped to cover a sob. “Eleanor, there’s been a mistake. It’s not what it seems.”

      “Then tell me now, Aborella. Where is the child?”

      Aborella closed her eyes. Days ago she’d seen where Raven and the others were heading, but she’d kept the vision secret, trying her best to protect the heirs until they reached safety. But now she had to convince Eleanor she was on her side. She fluttered her lashes and rolled her eyes back in her head, imitating what happened to her when she was seized by a vision.

      “I see the babe now. The family is on a ship, a sailboat traveling from Crete to the island of Aeaea. They have not arrived as of yet.”

      “Circe’s island?”

      Aborella nodded. “If my vision is correct, they have not reached the island’s shores. If you go now, you will intercept them.”

      Eleanor gave a divisive snort. “The one thing we know is we can’t count on your visions to be correct, can we?” Eleanor moved her talon from Aborella’s wing to her throat. “Ransom, take her to the dungeon. The back. The hottest cell.”

      “No! Please, I can’t help you without access to my magic!” Aborella spoke frantically. The dungeon was incredibly dark and hot, torture for a fairy such as herself. She’d do anything to avoid that fate.

      But Eleanor showed no mercy. “If you’ve told me the truth and my children are in fact on a ship to Aeaea, your visit to the dungeon will be short. We’ll follow up on this vision of yours. Pray I find the child. If I don’t, there will be hell to pay.”

      Ransom clamped cuffs around her wrists and shoved her out the door, her protests falling on deaf ears. Even as they descended to the place she’d personally seen prisoners go to die, she prayed—for Dianthe, for the Treasure of Paragon. Goddess help them. They were going to need it.
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      “I think I see it!” Raven bounced her daughter, Charlie, on her hip and searched the horizon for the island of Aeaea, their promised sanctuary from those who wanted them dead, namely her mate’s mother, Eleanor, empress of Paragon. She’d only now noticed a jagged dark line on the horizon, far off in the distance. She stroked the blond curls back from Charlie’s forehead. “What do you think? That looks like a nice place to stay for a while, doesn’t it?”

      Charlie returned her smile, her blue eyes dancing in the sunlight. How the babe could smile after so many days and nights on the move, she had no idea. Their journey from London to Aeaea had required traveling by car, train, cruise ship, plane, and now a rickety wooden sailboat captained by Rowan’s mate, Nick, who thankfully had a sliver of experience sailing, although never a vessel like this. The ship appeared to be several hundred years old, a necessity in order to reach the island if the oreads on Crete were to be believed. Apparently Circe was wary of modern technology, and this boat increased their odds of being granted sanctuary by the goddess.

      “It shouldn’t be too much longer now.” Gabriel sidled up to her and handed Charlie a piece of lamb they’d brought from Crete. The babe grabbed the piece in her chubby hand and tore off a bite.

      Raven groaned. “I’m still not used to the idea that my newborn eats meat and that she prefers it raw.”

      Gabriel grinned. “Perfectly natural. You must remember, Raven, Charlie is a baby dragon—”

      “She’s also a witch.”

      “Normally our young learn to walk and then to fly in the first weeks outside the egg. Her development will far surpass that of a human child.”

      “Considering she was born less than a week ago but is developmentally equivalent to a six- or seven-month-old baby, I’d say that’s pretty obvious. It’s a lot for a new mother to adjust to.”

      He kissed her soundly on the cheek. “I think you are handling all this like a goddess. No dragon could ask for a better mother to their child.”

      Gabriel’s confidence in her exceeded what she had in herself, but she was determined to do her best, one day at a time. She kissed her daughter on the head. “Whatever you do, Charlie, it will be perfect, and I plan to cherish every moment.”

      Avery strode in their direction with fire in her eyes. “Not to interrupt what is obviously a beautiful family moment, but do you see that?” She pointed at the water between their boat and the island. A dark shape lingered under the surface.

      “It’s huge. Is that a rock?” Raven asked.

      Shaking her head, Avery led them to the side of the ship for a better view. “That is no rock. It’s moving. I have a bad feeling about this.”

      “Maybe it’s a whale,” Raven said hopefully.

      “Gabriel!” Tobias called from the other side of the ship. He pointed east. “We’ve got trouble.”

      Raven followed her mate’s line of sight to see two dragons in the distance, one solid gold against the azure sky, the other silver like a fish. She swore with an intensity that made her want to cover Charlie’s ears. “Is that who I think it is?”

      “Mother.” Gabriel removed his jacket. “Apparently killing Charlie was important enough to her to come herself. And I’m betting that’s the worm Ransom by her side.”

      Ribbons of terror wrapped around Raven and squeezed. She darted a glance toward the island, still too far away—the dragons were closing in fast. “How fast can you fly? If you get us to the island…”

      “Not fast enough. Besides, until we have Circe’s invitation, we won’t have her protection. It’s not enough to make it to shore.” He frowned. “We’ll have to hold Eleanor off.” He unbuttoned his shirt and cast it aside. She noticed his brothers and sister were doing the same. “Stay on the boat. Watch Charlie. We’ll take care of this. There are six of us and two of them.”

      “Be careful, Gabriel. Don’t underestimate her or her magic.” Raven was a powerful witch, but she hadn’t yet learned the limits of Eleanor’s dark abilities. Worse, she might not be able to help without physical proximity to the battle.

      Nathaniel piped up as he tossed his clothes aside. “Try to keep her in her dragon form. She can’t perform magic as her beast. We stand a bloody better chance at winning this if we can stop her from using it.”

      “Let’s fly.” Gabriel’s hands stretched toward the deck, scales shingling along his skin. He dove from the ship, finishing his transformation in midair. His black-and-emerald dragon swooped over the water and headed straight for his mother.

      Raven’s skin tightened and her jaw clenched. Six against two didn’t seem good odds when one of the two was a narcissistic psychopath. And if Aborella had helped Eleanor, who knew what wicked magical booby trap waited in store for her mate. With the fairy seer on Eleanor’s side, the empress knew what was coming. It was an unfair advantage.

      Tobias kissed his mate, Sabrina, who huddled in the cabin’s shade. As a hybrid, the vampire could be awake during the day, but the sun burned and weakened her quickly. She gave Raven a sympathetic look from the shadows as Tobias dove overboard, transforming into a silvery-white dragon that followed Gabriel into battle. Rowan’s fiery red scales followed, her mate, Nick, swearing fiercely at the ship’s wheel. Alexander’s turquoise beast flew next, his mate Maiara scaling the mast with superhuman speed and drawing an arrow from her quiver. She lowered it quickly, however. No arrow, no matter how well aimed, could reach Eleanor, let alone pierce her dragon hide.

      Xavier took Avery by the shoulders, his eyes twinkling. “Use that piece of metal on yer back if ye need to, woman!”

      Avery touched the hilt of the sword she called Fairy Killer. “Bring her close enough and I’ll use it to pry out her citrine heart.”

      He gave her a firm kiss on the lips. “That’s my curaidh.” He dove overboard, transforming into his amber-and-blue beast and beating the air to catch up with the others.

      On Raven’s hip, Charlie fussed, probably picking up on her growing anxiety. She bounced her and patted her back as she made her way across deck to Clarissa, whose mate, Nathaniel, had followed the others into battle, his amethyst scales glinting in the sun.

      “How fast can you get us to shore?” Raven asked her sister.

      “I’ll have you and Charlie on the island before that bitch can think her own name.” She turned in the direction of the sail, opened her mouth, and sang. A gust of wind filled the sail, powered by her voice. The boat jerked and picked up speed, careening toward the island and the dark figure between them and it.

      Charlie’s whines turned into full cries. Raven tried her best to soothe the babe while keeping one eye on Gabriel and the pack of dragons that would collide with their mother at any moment. Avery swept in. “Here, give her to me. Maybe she wants her aunt Avery.”

      Raven handed over the baby to her sister. “If we make it to shore, maybe the three of us can perform a spell together to knock that bitch out of the sky.”

      Avery frowned, her eyes drawn back to the darkness under the water. “I don’t think the empress is the only thing we have to worry about.” Charlie cried harder in her arms. “That’s not a whale.”

      Raven’s skin prickled as she watched the thing undulate under the surface, not far in front of the boat. “What is it?”

      “I’m not sure, but I thought I saw… I mean, it looked like…”

      “Spit it out, Avery!” Raven demanded.

      In the distance, Gabriel and his mother collided and grappled in midair, his brothers and sister backing him up. Avery was distracted as Xavier’s claws sank deep into Ransom’s shoulders.

      “Fuck,” Avery murmured. “The fight is on.”

      Beside them, Clarissa stopped singing. The boat slowed. “Did you see that?”

      Raven tore her eyes away from her mate to look at her oldest sister. “See what?”

      “Tentacles. I think it has tentacles.” Clarissa’s face went chalky white, and she pointed toward the dark blob ahead of them. “I hate tentacles.”

      Avery released a trepid moan. Charlie was positively inconsolable in her arms. “We’re almost on top of it. You don’t think that a Greek goddess’s island would be protected by a Greek monster, do you?”

      Raven felt her eyes stretch wide. “Oh hell no—”

      A monstrous tentacle drove straight up out of the water and slapped down across the deck of the ship between where Raven and her sisters stood and where Nick controlled the wheel. The creature’s suction cups clung to the wood and halted the ship’s progress. The ship groaned, threatening to come apart in the monster’s grip.

      Nick swore. “It’s going to take us under!”

      Above them, Maiara howled and released an arrow into the tentacle, but it had no effect. The thing had to be twenty yards long and three feet in diameter. How big was the monster it was attached to? In a blur, Sabrina rushed from the belly of the ship, tore the tentacle from the deck with vampire strength, and tossed it over the side. It took several chunks of wood with it, but they were freed. Nick banked hard to the left.

      From under the hood of a dark cloak, Sabrina glared at Raven and her sisters as they all shifted their weight to counter the hard turn. “Okay, witches, time to fire up that three-sisters’ magic. I don’t have the energy for much more in full light.”

      Charlie screamed and pointed her chubby finger. The monster’s head and body rose from the water to their right as Nick desperately tried to steer around it. Raven resisted competing with Charlie for the loudest scream.

      A round, bulbous head covered in stringy seaweed towered above them, or was that its hair? She didn’t plan to get close enough to find out. Three rows of eyes stared down at them from over a gaping maw sporting row after row of razor-sharp teeth. No discernible nose marred the face, but what appeared to be gills worked behind the open mouth. The chinless jaw melded into the torso. The rest of it disappeared beneath the surface and controlled a number of tentacles that now emerged all around them.

      Maiara drew her bow and let arrow after arrow fly. Her aim was true. One sank directly into the thing’s eye. The monster roared.

      “What’s she doing? She’s just pissing it off,” Avery yelled.

      “I’ve got this!” Raven concentrated. Unfortunately, she’d sacrificed her emerald ring as an offering to the Goddess of the Mountain when she’d escaped Paragon months ago. Without it, she had nothing to focus her raw power. She took a deep breath and did her best without it, throwing the first spell she could think of at the thing. “Pagoma!”

      An intense ripple of magic plowed into the beast. Even without her ring, Raven was well practiced with the petrification spell. The monster halted, frozen in the water.

      “There, I—”

      The monster lifted and thrashed the deck in retribution. The wood railing cracked, a piece breaking off and falling into the water. At this rate, it would either tear the ship apart or swallow it whole.

      “I’m not strong enough!” Raven cried. “My magic won’t last.”

      “It must be resistant,” Avery yelled. “Clarissa, try using the water around it rather than attacking it directly.”

      “Leave it to me.” Clarissa opened her mouth, releasing a barrage of powerful notes.

      A tower of ice erupted between the boat and the thing’s teeth. She kept singing, and the ice formed a dome around the creature, thickening, caging it in. The tentacles retreated. Behind the ice wall, the monster roared and thrashed against its enclosure.

      Raven gripped Clarissa’s hand. She couldn’t keep this up forever. She was already running out of air. The note gave out, and Clarissa gasped for breath.

      “Maybe it will hold!” Raven prayed it would, but it wasn’t to be. The ice shattered. The enraged creature thrashed itself free, reared, and reached for the ship again. A tentacle slapped the bow, sending pieces of wood flying. How were they even remaining afloat?

      Avery handed Charlie back to Raven and drew her sword. “Raven, levitate me over it! I’ll use my power to drain its magic. Then you two attack.”

      It was a good idea. If Avery was brave enough, Raven could be brave too. Raven drew a symbol in the air with her hand and sent her sister flying over the monster. For one harrowing moment, she pictured the thing tipping its head back and snapping Avery right out of the air. Thankfully, the creature didn’t seem capable of moving that way. Avery landed on its grotesque head and thrust her sword into the top of its skull. She clung to the anchor as the beast swayed and roared, then placed her hands on its eel-skin flesh.

      “Which spell?” Raven yelled to Clarissa. She had to yell to be heard over Charlie’s wailing.

      “Do we try to freeze it again? Or tear it apart?” Clarissa asked.

      “I’m afraid if we eviscerate the monster, we’ll potentially hurt Avery. She’s immune to our magic, but the fall might kill her. The thing has to be fifty feet tall.”

      “Then we freeze it. You hit it in the gut, and I’ll sing.”

      “Ready!” Avery’s voice came on the ocean breeze.

      Raven raised both hands, centering her energy and directing it at the monster. “Pagoma.”

      She’d just spat the word out when another tentacle slapped down on the wooden ship. It was too much for the ancient vessel to bear. The wooden hull splintered in two, and Raven dropped into the sea. She gripped Charlie, terror’s icy fingers digging in where the cold water left off. They descended into dark blue. Above her, the light of the sun danced on the surface of the water. She kicked hard and swam with one arm, but the weight of her jeans was dragging her down, Charlie still gripped tightly to her side. Oh dear goddess, Charlie! She had to get to the surface.

      She closed her eyes, searching her memory for any spell that could help. It came to her from the cobwebs of her brain. “Fysallída.”

      They rose like a bubble in a straw. Hungry for air, she gasped when they broke the surface. Little Charlie coughed over her shoulder, her wings working uselessly on her back.

      Raven bobbed on the surface in a bubble of her magic, but she knew it wouldn’t last. She eyed a floating beam and reached for it. Thankfully it was large enough to hold Charlie, and she laid her on her stomach and patted her back. At least she’d stopped crying. Imminent drowning overcome, she turned her attention to the next crisis.

      Slowly Raven became aware of Clarissa’s singing. Her sister had done it! The monster stood before them, a giant ice sculpture. Avery waved to them from its head. Sabrina was nearby with Nick and Maiara, floating in what appeared to be the ship’s dinghy. As Raven watched, Avery sheathed her sword and dove into the water, swimming safely to their boat.

      “Let’s get to shore, baby,” she said to Charlie.

      Although she was drained from overusing her magic, she forced herself to kick, navigating around the remains of the creature and praying it did not come to life again. She could see the island now. Closer. Closer.

      A colossal splash behind her turned her head. Rowan’s dragon popped up among the waves. She shifted back into her soma form and started swimming toward her. Raven was relieved when she realized her feet could touch bottom. Scooping Charlie into her arms, she walked toward shore, feeling like a waterlogged mess. Clarissa was already there, staring at the battle overhead.

      Rowan stumbled out of the water, shaking her head. “By the Mountain, the bitch stunned me!”

      Behind her, Alexander’s dragon collided with the surface, then Tobias’s. Gabriel, Nathaniel, and Xavier still battled above, bending and snapping around Eleanor and Ransom.

      Sabrina, Maiara, and Nick rowed up.

      “Thank fuck Sabrina was able to free the dinghy in time,” Nick said, pulling Rowan into his arms. “I would have been fish food.”

      An exhausted Sabrina stumbled to meet Tobias as he reached the shore. She collapsed in his arms. Alexander met Maiara halfway. He held her as she rambled out the story about the monster and he comforted her with soft words. Together, they all turned to watch the battle still going on above them.

      “What do we do?” Raven asked Avery and Clarissa. “It doesn’t look good up there.”

      Flashes of dragon fire exploded in the sunny sky.

      “No spell we put out from here is going to help them up there. It’s too far away,” Clarissa said.

      “Her claws…” Rowan worked to catch her breath at Nick’s side. Raven noticed her wing was torn and a wicked bruise was growing across her cheek. Raven hadn’t known a dragon could bruise like that. “They’re enchanted. It’s like being hit by a Paragonian grenade every time she touches you. I’d go back up, but I have nothing left to give.”

      Alexander held up his arm, torn deep but healing slowly. “She got me too.”

      Tobias rubbed the back of his neck. “My ears are still ringing from the shock she gave me. I can’t shift yet. So much for the theory that she can’t use magic in her dragon form.” Tobias squinted. “Wait a minute… What’s that?”

      Raven’s human eyes saw what Tobias’s sharper vision had picked up a few seconds earlier. A dragon the color of rich garnet was heading straight toward Eleanor and the others, coming up directly behind her. “Who is that?”

      “Sylas!” Tobias cheered.

      “Sylas! Of course! He must have seen us from the island.” Rowan squealed. “Go get ’em, little brother!”

      Sylas was the reason they were all here. Nathaniel had left him a shadow-mail candle after rescuing him from the dungeon. After Charlie was born, a message had come through the candle, warning them to evacuate Nathaniel’s home, Mistwood Manor. Although the message had simply said that Eleanor was coming and to run, Nathaniel had assumed it was from Sylas and thus had led them to Aeaea. Sylas had mentioned hiding here before. Without any formal communication though, they hadn’t known for sure he’d be here. Now it seemed clear they’d made the right move.

      Sylas collided with Eleanor, digging his talons into her back and shifting his weight, throwing her off-balance. Gabriel dodged and Xavier used his hold on Ransom to turn the gray male. In a clever, coordinated move, the two thrust Eleanor and Ransom into each other. There was a flash of purple as Eleanor’s talons, sandwiched between their bodies, stunned both Ransom and herself. The two dragons fell from the sky into dark waters.

      Raven cheered along with the others and was relieved when Gabriel, Nathaniel, Xavier and Sylas made a beeline for her. Before long, they stood triumphant on the beach. She pulled Gabriel, bruised and battered, into her arms while Nathaniel and Xavier reunited with their mates beside her.

      “Oh my goddess,” Raven muttered. Her hand flowed over Gabriel’s face, his shoulders. “Are you in one piece?”

      “Fine.” Gabriel kissed Charlie’s head.

      When Raven raised her eyes again, Sylas was speaking to a slender woman draped in a silver toga, her irises so pale they looked white and her hair blond with streaks of green.

      “Greetings, travelers,” she said, her silvery voice ringing like a bell.

      “A water sprite,” Nathaniel whispered beside her. “Favored companions of Circe.”

      A beautiful dark-skinned fairy seemed to appear out of nowhere and fluttered to Sylas’s side. She threaded her fingers into his.

      “Sylas and Dianthe of Everfield seek asylum with the goddess along with our family.” He gestured toward the rest of them.

      “Welcome back. Circe will be pleased you have returned to us.” Other sprites arrived with clothing for the dragons. “Dress quickly and follow me. I’ll take you to her.” The sprite turned and led the way into the forest bordering the beach.

      Clarissa elbowed her side. “Did I hear her right?”

      Raven raised her eyebrow. “It sounds like we’re going to meet the goddess herself.”
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      All Dianthe wanted to do was curl into a ball and sleep. After watching Everfield burn and then having her mate have to battle his wicked and deadly mother all in the same day, it was all she could do to set one foot in front of the other. Hollow and exhausted, she fell in line behind Sylas as they climbed the path toward Circe’s forest temple.

      Circe’s palace wasn’t a white-pillared monstrosity like the ones portrayed in pictures of Mount Olympus. On top of the hill that rose near the center of Aeaea, her sacred house was a massive ivy-enshrined wood cottage covered in blooms. The natural materials reminded Dianthe somewhat of the homes in Everfield, only it was far larger and made from cut wood rather than living branches. Still, it was clear the goddess loved to live among the wilds.

      They reached the oversized doors of the entrance and found them open. Illith, the water sprite, welcomed them inside. Dianthe accepted a hug from her old friend as she passed into the homey temple. A fire blazed in the grate in front of a set of comfortable chairs and a spinning wheel that took up an entire corner. The room was otherwise filled with plants, drying herbs, and the sound of wind chimes from a set that hung in the open window.

      “Goddess, I bring you weary travelers asking for asylum on your shores,” Illith announced.

      The growl of a wildcat cut through the temple and Circe appeared, flanked by two golden pumas that eyed them as if they might be their next meal. Dressed in a white toga, the goddess glowed, her black hair wild around her shoulders.

      Dianthe had met Circe before when she was last here with the rebellion, but she didn’t expect the goddess to remember her. An immortal such as herself could hardly be expected to remember a few short encounters. But when Circe’s eyes met hers, the goddess gave her a knowing smile of recognition.

      “Captain Dawn?” the one she’d heard called Avery asked from beside her.

      Dianthe hadn’t yet been formally introduced to the others, although she felt like she knew them from Sylas’s stories.

      The goddess ignored Avery’s question and asked, “Who speaks for you?”

      Sylas squeezed her hand and stepped forward. “I do, my goddess.”

      “Sylas and Dianthe, welcome back.” Circe tilted her head. “What has brought you to my island?”

      “Relations with Paragon have grown far worse,” Sylas said. “Eleanor, empress of Paragon, has burned Everfield, the entire Empyrean Wood, to the ground.”

      At that news, Circe scowled in a way that bolstered Dianthe’s soul. She saw in the goddess’s expression the same hatred for Eleanor that Dianthe felt in her heart. It was comforting to be back here, under her protection.

      “Do you still lead the rebellion?”

      “Yes.”

      “And what of your latest mission?”

      “I await the return of our emissary to Rogos.”

      “You are welcome here, Sylas.” Circe turned her attention to Dianthe. “It is good to see you, Dianthe, as well.”

      Dianthe bowed low. “My pleasure, as always, Goddess.”

      “I sense your second sight will be useful to the resistance. You are welcome here.” Circe smiled.

      Sylas cleared his throat. “Dianthe’s gift of sight has proven unreliable as of late. She is here as my mate, not in her former role.”

      All the air rushed from Dianthe’s lungs. If Sylas had turned around and stabbed her in the heart with his own talon, she would not have been more shocked or hurt by his comment. Her ears grew hot with embarrassment and her eyes prickled. Why would he say that in front of the goddess? Even if he believed it to be true! She blinked rapidly against the onslaught of tears.

      By a small miracle, the goddess did not react to his insulting comment but turned her gaze to his brothers. Dianthe was relieved. She wasn’t sure she’d survive any scrutiny into what Sylas had said.

      “My brothers Gabriel, Tobias, Alexander, Nathaniel, and Xavier, and my sister Rowan,” Sylas announced. They each stepped forward and bowed as he introduced them. “And their mates, Sabrina, Maiara, Nick, Raven, Avery, and Clarissa. They are all here to aid the resistance.”

      Everyone but her, Dianthe thought. Sylas’s comment burned in her torso. She couldn’t wait to get him alone. How dare he undermine her position in the resistance?

      The goddess tipped her head and focused on Raven, Clarissa, and Avery. “You are the three sisters, my descendants.”

      Dianthe raised her eyebrows, distracted from her anger by the revelation. Did she say descendants? Sylas had told her about his time with Raven in the dungeon and how she was a powerful witch, but a descendant of the goddess herself? Her skin tingled at the thought.

      Raven smiled, Charlie laughing on her hip. “Yes, Goddess.”

      “And this child?” The goddess stepped forward, taking in the blond babe.

      “Charlie,” Raven said. “My daughter, with Gabriel.”

      The goddess beamed. “The progeny of a dragon and a witch. No wonder Eleanor wants you dead.”

      “Thank you for saving me after I delivered her. I—”

      Circe raised one finger. “You must be mistaken, my dear Raven. I am not allowed off this island. There are rules even gods must follow.”

      Raven bowed her head.

      Dianthe got the distinct impression the goddess was lying but couldn’t fathom about what exactly. Had she left the island before? Or perhaps used sorcery to appear to leave?

      “I would like to offer my sincere admiration for how you and your sisters handled the trap Hera set for you beyond the shores of my island. It is the rare group of witches who can face a sea monster of that magnitude and live to tell the tale.” Circe gazed at the three proudly.

      “Hera?” Raven repeated.

      “Hera,” Circe confirmed.

      Their eyes met and Dianthe wondered at the goddess’s words. Why was Hera sending sea monsters to stop the siblings?  It was well known that Aitna, the goddess of the mountain, created the first dragons from the fabric of the universe. Circe, though, was credited with giving dragons the ability to shift into their soma or two-legged form. The only link that Hera had to her mate and the rest of the treasure of Paragon was that Aitna had once had an affair with Zeus. To protect her from Hera’s wrath, the king of the Gods made it so that Hera could not set foot on Ouros nor see it in her scrying mirror or interfere with its environment. But it had always been thus, for as long as Dianthe could remember. It seemed a little late for Hera to be exacting her revenge against Zeus by targeting Aitna and Circe’s creation. Dianthe had a hunch there was something more, some secret that Circe and Raven shared.

      The goddess backed away, trailing her fingers over the head of one of the great cats. “I hereby grant you all sanctuary and the use of my island. I am sorry I cannot do more. My sentence here forbids my involvement in the spectacle that is the lives of men. Be well.”

      In the blink of an eye, she disappeared.

      Finally, Dianthe thought she could confront Sylas about his comment, but she never got a chance.

      He wasted no time taking charge. “If you will all follow me, the rebellion has a base camp in the valley. I’ll show you where you’re going to stay.”
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      “Sylas, are we going to talk about why you embarrassed me back there?” It had taken all of Dianthe’s strength to wait until each of the mated couples had found an appropriate tent in the rebellion’s compound to talk to Sylas. The way he’d treated her in front of the goddess burned like a coal in her stomach. When he’d denied her abilities as a seer, he’d denied who she was, down to her soul.

      “I don’t know what you mean.” Sylas strode away from her, out of the compound.

      “You do so. You know exactly what you did.” She hurried to keep up when he walked faster. “Where are you going?”

      “To the hot spring. I thought I’d soak before dinner. I think I pulled every muscle in my body fighting Eleanor. We’re all lucky to have survived it.”

      Dianthe crossed her arms against a wave of guilt for bringing up how he’d hurt her considering what he’d endured today. But this conversation needed to happen. She wouldn’t sleep tonight without clearing the air. “I’ll come with you.”

      She followed him along the narrow path away from camp. This part of the island was both familiar to her and more beautiful than she remembered. Bright, multicolored birds called overhead while lush green leaves surrounded her, decorated with silky magenta blooms. Flowers the color of freshly churned butter lined both sides of the path. It was difficult to hold on to her anger in this paradise. Even the scent of the air—ocean water mixed with fragrant blossoms—seemed designed to soothe. Romantic memories of when they’d first met flooded her brain.

      Maybe she should let it go.

      She couldn’t let it go.

      They reached the hot springs, and Sylas peeled the borrowed white tunic from his body and then reached for the string ties of his pants. Although they’d been mated for decades, she never grew tired of seeing him naked. His body was a thing of beauty. Broad shoulders tapered to a trim waist and tight buttocks. His chestnut hair had grown out since his last haircut and curled at the base of his skull. She allowed her gaze to travel lower and had to glance away quickly to keep herself from becoming completely distracted. She was torn between wanting to thank the goddess or curse her as he sank into the hot spring, concealing his body below the waist.

      “Well,” he said, “aren’t you going to get in?”

      “I want to talk about what you said to Circe.” Dianthe refused to let him sidetrack her.

      His gray eyes locked on to her with an intensity that made her heart flutter. He released a deep sigh. “Get in and we will.”

      At least now he wasn’t denying it. She stripped out of her dress and dipped a toe in. Hot. Very hot.

      “Go slow. You’ll adapt.”

      “I remember.” She sat on the side and eased herself inch by inch into the water. At first it was uncomfortable, but as she remained in the heat, her muscles loosened and her wings sagged. She spread her arms along the edge and leaned her head back. “Mmmm. Okay, yes, this was a good idea.”

      “I thought so.”

      Eventually though, the wound he’d opened in Circe’s temple began to ache again and she gave him a somber stare. “Why did you tell Circe that my gift was unreliable?”

      “I thought that would be obvious. We talked about it on the way here. Aborella.”

      Her breath hitched. He couldn’t possibly think that one misinterpretation would mean all her visions were unreliable, could he? She decided to take a different tack. “Do you remember the story of how I learned I was a seer?”

      “You predicted the death of your mother,” he said softly.

      Her throat tightened as long-suppressed emotions began working their way to the surface. “I was three. Just a child. I kept having fits. My parents thought they were seizures, but the healer could find nothing wrong with me. Every time it would happen, I’d see my mother dropping out of the sky. I told my father about the visions, but he assured me my mother was fine, completely healthy, and would be with me for a long, long time. He was wrong.”

      “No one should lose their mother so young,” he whispered, looking truly sad now. “Or their father.”

      “She was shot out of the sky by an Obsidian guard who claimed his arrow had slipped during target practice. He blamed her for flying too close to their encampment. She died and the guard was never punished. My father died of a broken heart a few years after.”

      “You’ve often said their deaths were the reason you decided to join the rebellion.”

      “One of many. But that’s not my point. My point is that seeing has been part of who I am for as long as I can remember. It’s as much a part of me as my eyesight or my hearing.”

      “Dianthe…”

      “When you denied my abilities, you denied who I am!” Her voice rose, sounding pinched.

      His face remained impassive, but Dianthe got the impression he was holding strong emotions at bay. When he spoke, the words came slowly. “I couldn’t allow the goddess to believe we could rely on your abilities. Not after what happened.”

      “Why? I’m still a seer, Sylas. Just because I misinterpreted one vision—”

      “You spent hours with her, Dianthe.” His face crumpled into an awful expression of sympathy that made her skin crawl.

      “I had to. I was healing her. I cared for her. Of course I spent time with her.”

      Sylas frowned. “Aborella is the most powerful fairy sorceress that ever lived. You didn’t just get it wrong about her. You didn’t see the attack on Everfield coming until the Guard was upon us. Your visions have been few and far between since you healed her.”

      “I—” He was right. Usually an attack of that magnitude would trigger a vision when it was planned, not when it was executed. The rebellion had thwarted many initiatives in the past based on her early visions. She had no explanation for why her abilities had failed her this time.

      “You don’t know why.”

      “No… Yes… Maybe. It could be because it was too personal for me to see clearly. Or… things have been tense between us since you came home. My gift doesn’t work well when I’m under emotional stress.”

      He scoffed. “You think this is my fault?”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “What if it was her, Dianthe? Aborella could have cursed you or somehow diluted your power. You probably didn’t even know it was happening.” He shook his head. “She’s evil. She’s an abomination.”

      Dianthe shook her head. She knew Aborella had done evil things in the past, but she’d felt a real connection to the fairy by the end of their time together. “I don’t think that’s true. I don’t feel any different.”

      “No. You wouldn’t. She’d want you to feel the same. Think about it. Pretend you are her and you wanted to use a talented fairy to your advantage, what would you do? If she hurt you, she’d hurt only you. But if she planted visions in your head, or worse, planted a spell so she could control what you see…”

      Tears broke the dam of her eyelids. This was too frustrating. “You think she cursed me so that she could plant visions in my head?”

      “Who knows? We don’t know what she did or what she told Eleanor. You spent days with that snake within striking distance.”

      “I don’t think it’s true. I feel fine.” She was trembling now, raw emotion tangling up inside her and forming a lump in her throat.

      “Be that as it may, I am the leader of the Defenders of the Goddess. It is my responsibility to ensure the safety and effectiveness of our missions. Which means, until we can prove you haven’t been cursed, you can’t participate as an officer of the rebellion.”

      She gasped. “You’re removing me from my position?”

      He looked away from her. “I have to. It’s too dangerous.”

      “I was an officer in the DOGs before you even suspected that your mother killed Marius! I brought you on, Sylas. You can’t do this!”

      He reached for her, but she pulled away, lifting herself out of the water and snagging her dress from where she’d left it.

      “I have to, Dianthe. I know you. You might be angry at me now, but you’d never want to put anyone in danger.”

      What he said made sense. If Aborella had planted some sort of enchantment in her head, the sorceress had violated her in the worst possible way. But even as she considered that possibility, she just couldn’t accept it. Was she stupid for still believing that when she’d looked into Aborella’s eyes, she’d seen true friendship there?

      “How can I prove to you that I am not cursed and regain my position in the rebellion?” She pulled her dress over her head, no longer comfortable being naked in his presence.

      He sighed. “I thought we could ask Raven to examine you. She’s a very powerful witch. Perhaps she’d have some ideas.”

      Dianthe bit her lip. As a fairy, her dealings with witches were few and far between. The citizens of Darnuith kept to themselves, and she hadn’t had the opportunity to get to know the few who were involved in the rebellion. Their powers seemed strange and unpredictable. Still, if everything Sylas had told her about his time in the dungeon was true, Raven could be trusted. And if allowing her to scan her body for curses was the only way to prove Sylas wrong and regain her proper role in the resistance, that’s exactly what she’d do.

      She nodded. “Okay. I’ll find Raven. You’ll see, Sylas. I’m not cursed. You’re mistaken.”

      “Dianthe…”

      But she was already striding back toward camp, anxious to prove him wrong.
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      The last thing Sylas wanted to do was to hurt Dianthe. As she stormed off, his instinct was to go after her. He longed for simpler times when he could sweep her into his arms and spend the rest of the afternoon making love to her in their tent. He longed to tell her everything would be okay and mean it.

      But his decision was for the best. What magical poison might have infected his mate? Could Aborella see everything Dianthe did? Hear everything she said? Could she influence his mate’s thoughts? Her mind? It was too risky to assume anything less.

      Besides, wasn’t it time for her to be away from the front lines of this damn war? Even if she wasn’t cursed, Aborella had seen her face. She knew Dianthe’s identity now. Hadn’t she earned a break considering her previous service? Sylas had no choice but to fight. It was his mother after all who was the cause of the problem. His kingdom that must be stopped. Dianthe could rest. She could grieve what happened to Everfield. She could be content being his wife.

      On this island, as his mate, not as an officer of the rebellion, she’d be safe.

      Sylas climbed from the hot spring, the island air feeling cool against his body from the abrupt change in temperature. Dianthe might hate him in the moment, but did it matter as long as she was alive to hate him?

      Everything wouldn’t be okay, not until they overthrew his bloodthirsty mother. She wouldn’t stop at burning Everfield. She wouldn’t stop until the five kingdoms fell under the heel of Paragon.

      He dressed and hurried back to camp, hoping some of Dianthe’s anger might have dissipated. The group of tents at the base of the island’s central mountain had been there for years thanks to Circe’s support of their campaign. There was one central tent, large enough to serve as both a mess hall and a gathering place, a command center of sorts for their work across the five kingdoms. Residential tents surrounded that central locale, smaller in size and meant to house one to four adults.

      The island itself, bolstered by the magic of the goddess, provided more than enough in the way of natural resources to keep a contingent of rebels fed and clothed until they could safely rejoin their communities.

      As he neared the mess hall, the smell of roasted pig met his nose and he was pleased to find the sprites had cooked up a buffet worthy of a family reunion. That’s what this was. He hadn’t spent any significant time with his siblings in centuries.

      Dianthe was waiting for him outside. “We should go in together. We can’t make our problems the rebellion’s problems.”

      “I agree.” He put an arm around her waist and pulled her into his side. Thank the goddess she’d chosen to listen to reason. She didn’t look happy necessarily, but definitely resolved. Good enough.

      “Only Colin is missing,” Dianthe noted once they entered. “Have you heard anything from him?”

      He glanced down at her, then intentionally changed the subject. “There’s Raven. Let’s grab a plate and follow her to a table.”

      Dianthe nodded, clearly distracted by the opportunity to talk to the witch about helping her determine if Aborella had cursed her. The redirection worked like a charm. The truth was Sylas knew exactly where Colin was. His brother was on a mission for the rebellion. But his whereabouts were top secret, and given Dianthe’s current predicament, he refused to give up Colin’s locale.

      He ushered Dianthe through the line and loaded his plate with roasted boar, roots, and fresh fruit, then hurried to follow Raven to her table of choice. He settled across from her, Dianthe taking the bench beside him.

      “I see you’ve convinced my brother to do his fair share,” Sylas said, noting that Gabriel had Charlie at the buffet.

      Raven laughed. “He’s better at choosing what she’ll like. I’m still getting used to her having a dragon’s diet.” The witch took a hungry bite and then glanced between Sylas and Dianthe. “I have to say it’s a pleasure to see you without an iron grate between us, Sylas. But I get the sense you sought me out for more than a post-dungeon reunion.”

      Sylas glanced at Dianthe, then lowered his voice to just above a whisper. “We were wondering if you knew a spell to detect if someone has been cursed or carries negative magic within them.”

      Raven leaned back in her chair and sipped her wine. “I don’t need a spell for that. It’s built in. I’m a walking, talking curse detector.”

      “Excuse me?” Dianthe tipped her head.

      “My inherent ability is to absorb magic. I don’t know if all witches have innate talents, but that is mine. If I touch a person who’s been cursed, I’ll be able to feel it. Taste it. Discern its nature.” Raven gave a sheepish smile. “I can’t necessarily break the curse though. That’s a different matter entirely.”

      Dianthe grew visibly excited, her back straightening and the corners of her mouth lifting. “You’ve done this before then?”

      Raven nodded, her gaze searching their faces as her expression turned curious. “With my own husband when his ring was cursed. What’s going on? Who’s cursed?”

      Gabriel and Charlie arrived then, the second smiling around a face full of something red and meaty. “What am I missing? Your faces look far too serious.”

      Thankfully, Raven was discreet enough not to disclose their conversation. “Just revisiting our days in the dungeons of Paragon.”

      “Hmm. I’d think happier conversation was in order considering we are all lucky to be alive today,” Gabriel said. “I think we all owe you extreme gratitude for what you did for us, Sylas.”

      Sylas assumed he was talking about his auspicious arrival. The truth was, he’d enjoyed the chance to sink his talons into Eleanor’s back, but before he could tell Gabriel so, Rowan ran into the tent.

      “Sylas!” She beckoned him with her hand.

      Popping out of his seat, he motioned for Dianthe to stay where she was, then followed his sister out the flap and to the place Nick waited. “There’s someone headed down the hill from Circe’s temple. Nick and I noticed the fires in the palace were burning. There were two silhouettes, a man and a woman. Are you expecting someone?”

      “Not exactly.” Sylas frowned. If it was who he thought it was, something had either gone terribly wrong or terribly right.

      “You don’t think Circe would allow Eleanor and Ransom sanctuary, do you?” Rowan asked.

      “Never.”

      Leaves rustled as the new visitors drew near. A commotion behind him announced the arrival of all his siblings and their mates, who had taken it upon themselves to gather in the mouth of the tent, staring in silence at the path to the temple. Dianthe was there too. Why couldn’t she just stay where he told her to?

      Still, he didn’t want to cause a scene, not when the new arrivals were so close to revealing themselves. In the falling twilight, a man and a female elf broke from the forest and stood smiling before him. The man, his twin, his confidant, and the rebellion’s long-hidden weapon, spread his arms.

      “Colin! Welcome home!” Sylas strode forward and embraced his brother.
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      Dianthe stared at her mate as he embraced his twin, marveling at their identical features. To be sure, Colin was the larger of the two, not in height but in overall size. The male looked as if he snacked on full-grown elderbeasts between meals. Also different was his hair, which was cut short, almost to his skull. Otherwise, the two were eerily alike, down to the slant of their smiles.

      As Colin stepped into the light to hug each of his siblings and be introduced to their mates, Dianthe noticed one additional difference that hadn’t been there before. He appeared to have a tattoo, the pattern of which ran from the fingers of his right hand, along his arm, to just under his right ear. It must have been paint. A tattoo was impossible for a dragon. Their flesh healed too quickly to hold tattoo ink. Whatever it was, the artwork made his skin look carved into reddened waves.

      “Colin, you remember my mate, Dianthe.” Sylas gestured in her direction, and she snapped out of her inspection of his arm to give him her full attention.

      “Of course I remember her,” Colin said, giving her a swift but warm hug. “She was rounding up new members to join the resistance while you were still making sandcastles and deciding if you wanted to be involved.”

      “Oh Colin, you know just what to say to a girl to make her feel needed.” Dianthe couldn’t help but notice Sylas frown at that. Colin had once led the rebellion, but Sylas had taken over for him when he went undercover on a secret mission. Although the nature of his work was unknown to her, she’d understood it was important and could take a number of years.

      She observed the woman at his side. She was definitely an elf based on her elongated limbs and subtly pointed ears. The tan-colored robe she wore tied at the waist marked her as a scribe. Dianthe didn’t know much about the order of elves who saw it as their purpose to chronicle the history of Ouros, but she found the woman completely fascinating. Her dark copper hair was braided down the back of her head, and her eyes were the brightest purple, a color that gave off its own light from within her pale features. Surely Colin’s mission must have had something to do with Rogos for the elf to be involved.

      Colin turned to the woman at his side and said, “This is Leena. She’s a scribe from the Temple of the Sacred Pools. We owe her our allegiance for the aid she has most selflessly provided.” He patted the bag under his arm and smiled. “It’s big, Sylas. The breakthrough we’ve been waiting for. Where can we speak?”

      Sylas gestured toward the tent behind them. Dianthe hung back while the others, who were blocking the door, filed back inside. But when she started after them, Sylas’s hand gripped her upper arm. “You can’t.”

      She stared at his hold on her incredulously. “Why the hell not?”

      “You know why.” Sylas lowered his voice, his eyes shifting between her and the tent. “We still don’t know the nature of what Aborella might have done to you.”

      Her protest halted abruptly in her throat as heat climbed to the tips of her ears. “You’d completely cut me out of the rebellion for some… theory you have about a curse? First you can’t trust my visions, now you can’t trust me?”

      “Dianthe, we talked about this.”

      “About my visions, yes, but—”

      “We don’t know if Aborella’s curse is constrained to your visions. We don’t know the nature of what she did to you.”

      “If anything.”

      “Everfield didn’t burn itself down.”

      Dianthe flinched as if he’d struck her. The shame that she might be the reason for what happened to the Empyrean Wood made her lungs constrict and her stomach fill with lead. She didn’t have the strength to fight him anymore. All her energy had been replaced with guilt and a deep and aching grief.

      Turning from him in disgust, she ground her teeth. “Fine. I’ll go.”

      “Dianthe…,” he said softly.

      Without a single look back, she headed for their tent, the taste of his rejection bitter on her tongue.
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      Sylas told himself that Dianthe would get over it. She just needed time to allow everything he’d told her to sink in. Once she realized how dangerous things were for all of them right now, she’d thank him for doing what he had. Out of an abundance of caution, she had to stay out of rebellion business.

      He reentered the tent alone and took a seat on one of the benches that surrounded a central table where Colin had set his mysterious bag. His siblings and their mates did the same. Leena, the scribe Colin had brought with him from Rogos, stood silently by his side. Sylas didn’t know much about Rogos. No one did, which was why Colin had gone on his mission to begin with. He wondered what her role in all this was.

      “Where’s Dianthe?” Raven asked, sliding in beside him with Charlie on her hip.

      “Headache,” he said. “She needed to lie down.”

      The corner of her eye twitched skeptically.

      He quickly looked toward Colin. “What is this breakthrough you speak of, brother?”

      “And tell us who did that to your arm?” Gabriel pointed his chin toward the wavelike pattern on Colin’s skin.

      Sylas was wondering the same thing. It looked a hell of a lot like a burn, but dragons were impervious to fire and impossible to tattoo. Sylas had never seen marks like it before on his kind.

      Colin raised an eyebrow. “I did it to myself when I reached into one of the sacred pools of Niven in Rogos.”

      A collective gasp rose up from his siblings, and Sylas flinched. The substance in the sacred pools was said to be absolutely lethal. It burned dragons like acid burned humans. It burned anything like acid. Any creature that fell into one of the pools never came out again.

      “Hurt like a bitch, but it was worth it. Thanks to Leena’s help, I was able to retrieve this little beauty.”

      He reached into the bag and pulled out an orb. Sylas took a step closer to get a better look. Perfectly smooth and round, the thing might have been made of glass or polished crystal. It shone bright royal purple with a swirl of bubbles spiraling in its interior.

      “What is that?” Sylas asked. He spied an object at the very center. Metallic and oddly shaped, it had a circular center with projections like a cogwheel.

      Raven stood to get a better look, leaning over the table. Charlie reached for the orb and Raven pulled her away. “It’s definitely enchanted. I can feel the magic coming off of it from here.”

      “Strong magic,” Nathaniel said, cozying up to her side with Clarissa behind him.

      Sylas thought the magical individuals in the room might crawl right into the orb given their heightened interest.

      “Not too close.” Leena’s arm shot out between them and the orb, her body growing tense at Colin’s side. Her pointed ears twitched with her annoyance.

      “The orb is most definitely enchanted,” Colin said, “and as you can see, given that I pulled it from a sacred pool, a scribe has accompanied me here to ensure I treat it and the scroll that led us to it with the respect it deserves.”

      Leena gave a shallow bow.

      “But what is it?” Sylas asked again.

      “It’s a key,” Leena said. She drew a scroll from her pack and unrolled it on the table beside the orb. “Or rather, we believe what is inside the orb is a piece of a key. We believe, based on the writing and illustrations on this scroll, that there are five parts.”

      A tingle crawled across Sylas’s skin and he met Colin’s eyes, so much like his own. “A key to what?”

      Colin made a noise deep in his throat. “A potential weapon.”

      “It took Colin and me months to find this.” Leena smoothed the scroll.

      Sylas glanced down at the parchment and found illustrations of five orbs. Each held a different shape inside, surrounded by strange symbols he recognized as Elvish but could not read. “What does it say?”

      “Elvish scribes have been chronicling the history of Ouros for centuries. I wasn’t sure when exactly the book was brought to this world, so we had to search hundreds of scrolls to find one that referenced it. This is that scroll.”

      Beside him, Raven became agitated. “Book? I thought Colin mentioned a weapon.”

      “It’s a grimoire,” Colin explained. “The most powerful magical text to have ever existed. If the rebellion had that book, we’d have a real chance of ending Eleanor’s reign.”

      Raven bristled, her face paling. “You don’t mean the golden grimoire, as in Hera’s golden grimoire?”

      “One and the same,” Colin said. “How do you know of it?”

      Raven’s gaze darted to Gabriel. Something unspoken passed between them. “A premonition… It’s a long story. Where is the book hidden? How do we get the other parts of the key?”

      Leena cleared her throat. “The scroll says that the grimoire was brought to Ouros at the beginning of Eleanor and Brynhoff’s reign by Medea, who became the witch queen of Darnuith. Her mate, Tavyss, was the older brother of Brynhoff and challenged him for the throne. When Eleanor and Brynhoff did not comply, Medea attacked Paragon in the fourth century. She and her dragon mate were killed during the uprising despite having the grimoire. Medea was pregnant at the time with their young. The scribe who wrote that noted a common belief at the time that Eleanor or Brynhoff somehow tricked Medea and Tavyss into letting their guard down and took advantage of it.”

      “If they killed Medea and her mate, why doesn’t Eleanor have the grimoire?” Raven asked.

      It was a good question. It was unlike Sylas’s mother to allow any source of power to slip through her fingers.

      “I think I can answer that.” Nathaniel held up a finger. “Mother did not start practicing magic until after we were born. It is very possible she didn’t recognize the power of the grimoire or else didn’t see it for what it was. Perhaps this witch Medea disguised it in some way.”

      Leena nodded slowly. “The witch had two sisters—”

      “The original three sisters.” Avery darted a glance toward Raven and Clarissa.

      “Likely the source of the prophecy of the three witches that would destroy Paragon,” Colin added.

      “According to the scroll, although Medea was magically bound to her mate, Tavyss, he was killed first and so, without the benefit of his tooth’s magic, she succumbed to her wounds soon after. However, her two powerful sisters raised her from the dead.” Leena paused as a murmur rumbled through the group.

      Sylas watched Raven and her sisters. Were they powerful enough to raise the dead, he wondered? The tension in the room ratcheted up a notch.

      “What happened after they raised Medea from the dead?” Sylas asked.

      Leena ran her finger down the scroll. “The witches locked the book away—it does not specify where—and then split the key into five parts and concealed them in each of the kingdoms. Only those destined to bring peace to Ouros and avenge the death of Tavyss will be able to find and access the orbs, reconstruct the key, and—”

      “Wield the golden grimoire,” Raven finished.

      Sylas turned to her. “Raven, how exactly do you know about the golden grimoire?”

      Raven kissed Charlie on the forehead before speaking. “The night Charlie was born, I had a… dream that Circe visited me. Her words were strange, mysterious. But she seemed to be telling me that there would never be peace in Ouros or Paragon until Eleanor was defeated and the golden grimoire was returned to Hera.”

      “Returned to Hera?” Sylas shook his head. “If this grimoire is as powerful as legend says it is, why would we return it to a vengeful goddess?”

      Raven licked her lips. “I think Hera is helping Eleanor somehow. I think she’s encouraged her to do what she’s done. And I think Eleanor has been searching for this book on Hera’s behalf for a very long time. Returning the book is the only way to cut off Hera’s patronage of Eleanor.”

      Sylas scratched his jaw as he ruminated on the hypothesis. He had enough to worry about with his mother. Adding a goddess to the equation made his head spin. “Does that scroll say anything about where to find the rest of these orbs? I mean something more specific than the five kingdoms?”

      “No.” Leena tipped her head. “Unless… I believe this scroll is a palimpsest.”

      “A what?” Sylas leaned over the scroll.

      “New writing over old. If you look carefully, you can see the remains of the original text behind what we can read.”

      “Is it common for scribes to do that?” Sylas asked.

      “Never.” Leena leveled an intense stare on him. “I have no explanation for this. Nor can I explain how the old writing continuously moves and scrambles. Look here.” She pointed at a symbol like an S behind the message. In the blink of an eye, it moved to the top corner of the scroll. “It’s enchanted. There’s another message under this one. Only, I cannot read it.”

      “We think whatever is hidden within this scroll is the answer to finding the other orbs and obtaining the pieces inside.” Colin rolled the orb back and forth on the table. “I’ve tried everything to open this one and get at the key. It’s impervious. It spent hundreds of years soaking in a sacred pool. It can’t be melted, broken, or crushed.”

      “Maybe they only open when they are all together,” Sylas proposed.

      “Maybe they only open using magic.” Clarissa left Nathaniel’s side to move closer and inspect the orb.

      Raven cleared her throat. “Give me permission to touch the orb and the scroll. I might be able to discern the nature of its magic.”

      Leena speared Colin with a nervous glance.

      “I read magic,” Raven said. “I can absorb a spell off a page and wield it perfectly the first time. I can also sometimes touch something and understand the magic within it. If we’re lucky, I might be able to use the orb’s own magic to open it or crack the scroll’s magical encryption.”

      “I’m concerned you’ll inadvertently damage the scroll,” Leena said.

      Raven shook her head. “That’s not how my power works. I don’t change the magic, just come to understand it.”

      “You don’t know that.” Leena’s lips flattened into a tight line. “All scrolls are written by elves. Elfin magic is nothing like the magic of witches. It’s possible your touch will trigger something none of us are expecting. But—” Her fingers toyed with the edge of her robe. “I know no other way to translate the hidden text. None among my kind are capable of reading it. The hidden message is lost to us like this.”

      “Leena?” Sylas said, feeling an obligation as their leader to press the issue. “Does Raven have your permission?”

      A deep sigh escaped Leena’s lips, and she gave a quick nod. “Try it.”

      Raven handed Charlie to Gabriel and placed her hands on the orb. She closed her eyes. When she opened them again, she reached for the scroll, her mouth twisting into a grimace as her head began to shake. “Strange. I get nothing from the orb. I can feel its power, but the actual magic must be on the inside. I can’t get a signature from the surface.”

      “And the scroll?” Sylas asked.

      “Very powerful. I can see the enchantment, but it’s the most complicated protective spell I’ve ever encountered. The magic is strange. Some of it I recognize. Some is foreign to me—I assume it’s both witch and elven magic. I can’t break it, although we might be able to peek behind it. Avery?”

      “No matter what type of magic it is, I should be able to neutralize it.” Avery reached for the unreadable scroll.

      Colin blocked her from touching it. “Careful. Nobody touches the scroll without Leena’s permission. That was our agreement.”

      Avery turned toward the elf. “Leena? I won’t damage it. Usually when I neutralize a spell, it’s temporary. It shouldn’t change anything.”

      Leena met her eyes and gave a reluctant nod. “Yes.”

      She touched the corner of the scroll. “Hmmm. It’s strong. Oh, something is happening.”

      “It’s working!” Raven said.

      Sylas watched in amazement as the new writing faded and the old came to the surface.

      “The symbols have stopped moving, but I don’t know this language,” Avery said.

      Leena tipped her head and studied the revealed symbols. “I don’t either. It’s not Elvish. I can’t—”

      “Oh!” Avery yanked her hand back as if the scroll had burned her fingers.

      “Avery?” Clarissa caught her sister as she collapsed, her eyes rolling back in her head.

      Xavier rushed in and collected her sagging body in his arms. “Whit in God’s name didya do to her?” Xavier ground out, a growl rising in his throat.

      Raven cradled her sister’s face. “She’s drained. It’s okay, Xavier. She’ll be fine. She just overused her magic.”

      Avery blinked awake and brought a hand to her head. “Mother of mercy, that kicked my ass.”

      The others grumbled their relief.

      “It’s late,” Sylas announced, his thoughts going to Dianthe. “Everyone break. We’ll give it another go tomorrow. Avery needs to rest, and I need to… think.”

      The group exchanged good nights and began parting ways for the evening.

      Sylas hooked his arm into Raven’s. “Would you help me with something? It’s about Dianthe.”

      Raven’s gaze darted to the door where Gabriel and Charlie were headed out into the night. “Tonight?” She frowned. “She’s the one with the curse, isn’t she?”

      He nodded. “Please. She’s in our tent. We need your help.”

      Thank the Mountain she agreed.
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      All Raven wanted to do was sleep for a week. After fighting off the tentacled monster, having her boat destroyed from underneath her, swimming to shore, and enduring a battle between her husband and his wicked mother, all with a baby on her hip, she was bone weary. It felt as though someone had replaced her blood with liquid concrete.

      And that wasn’t even taking into account the stress of what she had learned tonight. It appeared that the three sisters would play a major role in solving the puzzle that was these orbs. Judging by what happened to Avery, it would not be easy. If she could just have a few moments of quiet to concentrate, she was sure she could come up with a plan to logically address the issue.

      But this was important to Sylas. While Raven could put him off, the dragon had once helped her during a dark and difficult time in her life. Clearly, for him to beg for her help, he needed this to happen sooner rather than later. She took a deep, cleansing breath outside Sylas and Dianthe’s tent.

      “Knock, knock,” she called. “Dianthe? Are you in there?”

      The flap to the tent opened an inch. “Raven?”

      Raven frowned at the broken sound of her name. Dianthe had obviously been crying. Whatever was going on with her, it must be painful, but then if Sylas assumed she was cursed, of course it was. She chided herself for her previously selfish thoughts and stepped inside.

      “Sylas sent me. Let’s check you out. I’m sure that together we can solve whatever is ailing you.” Her heart broke at the sight of the fairy, sitting hunched on the side of the bed.

      Dianthe held a wadded handkerchief in one hand and gazed up at her as she entered the room. “Thanks for coming.”

      “So why do you think you’re cursed?”

      Dianthe groaned. “I don’t! Sylas is convinced I am.”

      “Why would he think you’re cursed if you’re not having any symptoms?” Raven was more confused than ever.

      “Because before Everfield was attacked this morning, I helped heal Aborella.”

      All the air blew from Raven’s lungs, and she gripped her stomach. Had she heard correctly? “Why in the name of the Mountain would you heal Aborella?” Raven couldn’t stop her voice from taking on a harsh, judgmental tone. “Do you know what she did to me? To my sisters? She tried to kill us.”

      Dianthe dabbed under her eyes, her tears increasing at Raven’s obvious anger. Raven hadn’t wanted to make her cry, but hell if she could understand why anyone in the rebellion would help that wicked fairy.

      “She was close to death. Eleanor had tortured her and then buried her alive. I had a vision that if I healed her, I could turn her to our side. Specifically, I saw her battling Eleanor on our behalf. Up until recently, my visions were always reliable, Raven. There have been times I’ve misinterpreted a vision, but I can’t ever remember being wrong.”

      “But this time you were.” Raven’s heart broke for her. She’d gambled her life to take a risk on a horribly evil fairy, and it had gone wrong. “Did Aborella give you anything? Jewelry? An orb of any kind?”

      “No.” Dianthe shook her head. “She had nothing. We’d dug her out of an unmarked grave. She didn’t even have her own limbs.”

      “What about food… Did she make you anything to eat or drink?”

      Dianthe frowned. “We made a batch of cookies together, but I didn’t actually eat any.”

      “Good.” Raven sighed. It would be easy to judge her. Aborella had compelled her father using milkwood root and Avery using an enchanted orb necklace. The fairy had also leveled a curse on her sister that had almost crushed her skull. Raven’s list of grievances against the fairy was long. But she also had a healthy understanding of magic in all its forms. When practiced regularly, it became a part of you. There had been many times that Raven’s magic had guided her in directions that Gabriel hadn’t approved of. Could she blame Dianthe for trusting her own second sight about this?

      “There’s only one thing to do,” Raven said. “I need to touch you. If she did curse you, I’ll be able to feel it, and if I can discern the nature of the curse, there’s a very good chance that my sisters and I can break it.”

      Dianthe released a held breath. “Thank you. I can’t stand another day of this. Sylas looks at me like… like he blames me. Like he doesn’t trust me. Not just the curse but me.”

      All the magic in the world couldn’t cure that kind of hurt, but Raven would do what she could. “If you don’t mind lying down on the bed, I’ll start with your feet.”

      “Oh. All right.” She leaned back and positioned her head on the pillow.

      “Just relax. Close your eyes.” Raven lifted the fairy’s right foot and concentrated. The chance that Aborella would plant a curse in one of her feet was slim, but considering Dianthe was a seer and a fairy, she wasn’t sure if this sort of magical probing would be uncomfortable for her. Raven was diving deep, examining her blood and her bones, sending her magic hunting through her flesh. It didn’t seem prudent to start with what was probably the seat of her own magic, her head.

      “It feels cold.” Dianthe shivered. “Like ribbons braiding themselves inside my leg.”

      “A curse is cold,” Raven explained. “My magic has to look like a curse to find one.” She set Dianthe’s right leg down and picked up her left. “I’ve gotten better at this over time. If there’s something in you, I’ll find it.”

      “Nothing yet?”

      Raven smiled. “Nothing yet.” She set down her other foot and slid her hands along her legs to her abdomen. “You have a powerful gut,” she said through a smile. She pressed her hand over her belly button. “You have power centered here.”

      “I’ve always had strong intuition.”

      “I can feel it.” Raven moved to her lungs and her chest. “Strong heart. You’re a good person. I feel light and warmth. No wonder you wanted to help her. You actually believed you could save her.”

      Dianthe sucked in a sip of air. It took a second, but Raven realized what she’d done. Dianthe had thought she could save Aborella. She’d felt it in her bones. And the way Raven had just said those words implied she was stupid for doing so.

      “I’m sorry about my tone.” Raven moved her hands down her right arm. “You have to understand that Aborella has been a scourge to our family. She’s the reason Marius is dead. She used my sister and tried to murder my other sister, took my power, and left me to rot in the dungeon. She’s helped Eleanor perform every evil deed. It’s hard to believe anyone would actually want to save her. If I had found her buried in a hole, I would have cut off her head and left her there.”

      Dianthe’s eyes met hers, but she didn’t flinch at the comment. Raven moved to her left arm and then to her golden gossamer wings, which peeked out from under her shoulders.

      “Aborella was abused as a child,” Dianthe whispered. “My late aunt told me stories that her mother would withhold food as a punishment, sometimes for days. Aborella was my aunt’s age, and she’d come to school filthy and hungry. Unfortunately, fairies are not always compassionate toward one another. They treated her worse than a rat. All that negative energy, it ignited her magic. She saved herself from the squalor and the bullying, but it did something to her soul. I just thought I could make it right somehow.”

      The compassion in Dianthe’s voice cut to Raven’s soul. She’d never thought of Aborella as anything but evil, a nemesis to be destroyed. It was unsettling to know she was something else, something before. Emotions swirled within her. She could not bring herself to feel sorry for Aborella, but she did understand Dianthe’s compassion.

      “That was kind of you.” She moved her hand’s to Dianthe’s head. This was where her power was strongest. Raven’s magic sifted through her mind, her skull, her second sight that glowed like a beacon within her. The soft warm glow of her power couldn’t be mistaken for a curse.

      “Believe it or not, by the end, after I’d healed her, I thought Aborella was my friend. What happened in Everfield felt like a betrayal. It hurt me. She hurt me. More than just the loss of my homeland. It hurts to be wrong about her.”

      Raven removed her hands and straightened beside the bed.

      “What is it?” Dianthe asked. “What did you see?”

      “Absolutely nothing.” Cheerfully, Raven held out a hand and helped her sit up. “You are not cursed, Dianthe. Aborella might be the reason Eleanor attacked Everfield, but she did not leave any malignant magic on your person.”

      A rustle sounded at the mouth of the tent. Sylas stood in the doorway. “Did I hear you say she isn’t cursed?”

      Raven spread her hands. “To the extent of my knowledge and power—which is extensive—your mate is completely free of curses or ill-intentioned spells.”

      “What about her visions?” Sylas asked. “If she’s not cursed, why did her second sight fail Everfield? She didn’t see the attack until it was upon us.”

      All the joy poured out of Dianthe in a rush. Raven watched her curl in on herself, and Dianthe’s words came back to her. He doesn’t trust me. Raven felt a tide of anger flood her at Sylas’s insensitivity. This should be a happy moment. Instead, he was still searching for a way to place blame on his mate.

      Raven’s hands came to rest on her hips. “I’m sure I don’t know, Sylas. I am not a fairy, and I’ve never had the gift of second sight. But I will tell you as a witch that any spell can fail under the right circumstances. It’s really no reason to judge someone’s future abilities or to treat them like a bomb ready to go off.”

      The man gaped at her as if she were insane. Dragons! Raven nudged past him and strode toward her own tent, leaving the couple’s problems behind her.
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      “What was that all about?” Sylas asked her, looking completely gobsmacked at the tent door.

      “You heard what Raven said, and she’s right. You’ve treated me like I’m a spy for Paragon since the moment Everfield was attacked.” Dianthe stood, bolstered by Raven’s indignation on her behalf. “You owe me an apology.”

      Sylas shook his head dismissively. “I’m not going to apologize for a logical assumption that even you must admit was perfectly reasonable given our circumstances.”

      Emotionally raw, she crossed her arms against his words. Each one was salt in her wound. “Yes, I recognize that your hypothesis could have been true this morning. I wanted someone to blame for what happened in Everfield, and blaming myself seemed easier than blaming anyone else. But now that I think about it, why would you jump to the conclusion that Aborella caused any of this? You are a fugitive from the crown. The guard was clearly talking about you, yet he did not know which cottage was ours. If Aborella was the source of the raid, they would have known.”

      A growl rumbled from his chest. “No one else knew I was there. I’ve spent half the time either here or on the road for the rebellion since I escaped the dungeons of Paragon.”

      “If it was Aborella, why didn’t they know our address? Why would you assume she only cursed me? You were with her too, briefly. In fact, you were with her last. Maybe you are the reason Everfield burned. Maybe it wasn’t Aborella at all. Maybe someone followed you to Everfield and reported back to the empress.” As arguments went, it was a low blow, and Dianthe wasn’t surprised when he flinched.

      “I guess we know one thing for sure then,” he said in a lethally low voice.

      She lifted her chin despite a deep exhaustion that tempted her to crumple. “What’s that?”

      His throat bobbed on a swallow, and his eyes glinted with unshed tears. “We know that one of us brought about the end of the Empyrean Wood. Whether it was you or me or us together, when we chose to keep our home there and still be involved with the rebellion, we invited this, and Everfield paid the price.”

      Dianthe’s spirit shattered. He was right. She couldn’t deny it. The truth sliced through her and left her in pieces. There was no getting out from under this guilt. There was no amount of twisting that would make his words untrue. She’d been part of something that led to the probable death of her community.

      All at once, her memory filled with the smell of burning trees. Guilt crashed down, heavy on her shoulders. She had to change the subject or she’d be sick. “What did Colin say? What did he show everyone tonight while I was relegated to my quarters?”

      Her mate rubbed the back of his neck and glanced toward the door. “Why can’t you just let it go?”

      “Let it go? Why would I let it go? I don’t even know what there is to let go thanks to you. Tell me what he shared. Maybe I can help.”

      “You don’t need to help.” Sylas grabbed the sides of his head. “Can’t you see this is your chance to get out? My entire family is here. Even Colin is back. You’re safe. Stay safe, Dianthe. You don’t need to be involved in this.”

      Jaw clenched to the point of pain, Dianthe gave a frustrated cry and stormed past him. “The only thing I don’t want to be involved with right now is you.”

      She marched toward the end of the row and a tent at she’d noticed was empty earlier in the day.

      “Dianthe? Dianthe!” Sylas called from behind her.

      “Go to bed, Sylas. Leave me alone.” She was relieved to find that the tent remained vacant. She slipped inside and zippered the door closed, then climbed under the covers on the camp bed near the back. For several minutes she waited, wondering if he’d come after her. And then the horrors of the day caught up to her and she cried herself into sweet oblivion.
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      Sylas hated sleeping alone. As a mated dragon, his inner beast had longed to go after Dianthe, to throw her down on the nearest bed and show her exactly how he felt about her. His beast, if it had full control, would never allow her to walk away from him. But the long-term consequences of acting like an animal were being treated like one. Dianthe had asked to be left alone. She needed time to process everything that had happened. His beast was part of him. It wasn’t all of him. And his logical mind wrestled those base desires until they were under his control.

      Still, he hoped she’d come around quickly. He didn’t sleep well without her. He kept waking up to feel her side of the bed, his protective instincts driving him to prove she was safe.

      Protective instincts. Fuck. Why couldn’t she just enjoy the island and stay away from the war? Part of him wished Raven had found something. A curse would give him an excuse to keep her separate from all this. Things were heating up, becoming dangerous. Soon someone would have to go in search of the other orbs. Leaving this island carried risks he didn’t want to think about. With Aborella working with Eleanor again, she’d likely see them coming.

      He still believed Aborella was the cause of the Everfield raid. She had to be the reason Eleanor had known they would come here and had tried to intercept them. Only Aborella could have seen that and shared it with her.

      Aeaea was the only place Dianthe would be safe now that her identity was known. If Sylas had his way, his mate would stay here, under the goddess’s protection, until the war was over.

      He tossed and turned until the wee hours of the night, thinking about her, longing for her, until finally exhaustion overcame him, and he slept.

      Late morning, he awoke to the sound of voices. Quickly he dressed and hurried to the central tent. Colin would want to strategize about the orbs over breakfast. Afterward, he hoped Dianthe would be over her anger and he could talk some sense into her.

      “Look who finally decided to join us.” His twin snarked at him from over a bowl of eggs at the center table.

      Leena was by his side, the dark circles under her eyes a telling sign of how she’d slept. Across from her, Dianthe sat with her back to him. His mate slowly turned to face him as he approached.

      “What’s going on here?” A prickly heat crawled up the back of his neck to his ears.

      “Filling your mate in on what she missed last night,” Colin said. “Think we’ve made a breakthrough—”

      Sylas grabbed his brother by the collar and lifted him out of his seat, a difficult task considering Colin had a good hundred pounds on him. Fortunately, his twin got the hint that he was upset and came along willingly. He dragged his twin out the door.

      “Why would you tell her without speaking to me?” His dragon chuffed and twisted inside him.

      “Because she asked and she’s an important part of the rebellion.” Colin narrowed his eyes. “Why wouldn’t you want me to tell her?”

      That was a harder question to answer. Why was he so angry? Even Sylas didn’t know for sure, only that he was. After a moment of consideration, he supplied the first thing that came to mind. “She lost her homeland yesterday. The Obsidian Guard burned the Empyrean Wood to ash. I was trying to give her time to grieve and recover. We’re finally safe here. Why does she have to be involved with this mission right now? I think she’s earned some time off.”

      And she’ll be safer here, his dragon chimed in.

      Colin folded his arms, his biceps popping to a size bigger than Sylas’s head. Damn, the guy had turned into a beast during his time in Rogos.

      “Have you spoken to Dianthe about this? Because she seemed more than ready to channel her grief into making Eleanor pay for what she did.”

      “I’m her mate.” Sylas growled. “It’s my job to care for her.”

      “Yes.” Colin nodded. “But she’s a grown fairy. She can make her own decisions.”

      “Thank you, Colin.” Dianthe appeared beside Sylas, her wings flared.

      “Dianthe… I—”

      “Save it.” She tipped her head toward Colin. “Have you told my mate yet about our monumental discovery?”

      “No.” Colin frowned. “Maybe you two should talk first.”

      Sylas didn’t like the sound of that. Something in his brother’s eyes told him he might not like this revelation.

      “What’s going on?” He focused fully on Dianthe.

      “I know where the Everfield orb is,” Dianthe said proudly.

      A chill traveled the length of his body. Fuck. He’d wanted to keep her out of this. If she knew where an orb was, she was definitely in it. “Where? Are you sure?”

      “Positive. When I was a little girl, my aunt used to take me to Solaris Field.”

      Although Sylas had rarely visited the fields on the outskirts of Everfield near the Nochtbend border, he was familiar with them. Fairies would often visit to collect pollen from the densely growing sunpitcher plants there. The cone-shaped flowers collected the light and glowed like stars, making it an especially entertaining place to bring fairy children. Pollen collected from the flowers had an exceptionally short shelf life, making it too delicate for collecting, packaging, and reselling—another draw for the people of Everfield. Paragon was not interested in the fields. Yet those who had the time and inclination could collect the pollen for free. It was delicious when ingested immediately or baked into a number of dishes.

      “What’s in Solaris Field? I’m certain if the orb was there, someone would have found it by now,” Sylas grumbled.

      “Beyond the fields, on the border of the Grimtwist Forest, there is a lake. Solaris Lake. Most fairies never go there because of its proximity to Nochtbend, although it’s perfectly safe during the day. My aunt took me because the water is always pleasantly warm. I used to swim with her in the afternoons.”

      “Your aunt let you swim in strangely warm waters beside the Grimtwist Forest?” Dianthe’s Aunt Gemmy had passed away from natural causes several years ago. She’d always been a little eccentric, but at the moment Sylas had to question her judgment.

      “One fall afternoon, Aunt Gemmy took me to the lake to swim because it was too cold for the sea. In the past, I’d only waded into the lake, sometimes playing with the water sprites that lived there. I’d grown into a strong swimmer that year and was feeling exceptionally adventurous. I dove to the bottom of the lake that day, and what I saw there I would never forget. Something bright green glowed from inside a tangle of lake grass. When I touched it, the smooth crystal was hot. I tried to free it to show my aunt, but it wouldn’t budge. And when I told her about it, she said that in most cases it was best to leave magical objects where you found them. So I did. But Sylas, it looked exactly like the orb from Rogos, just green instead of purple. It’s there.”

      Sylas brushed a piece of invisible lint from the arm of his tunic and looked toward Colin. “Colin, you and I should go retrieve this orb. I know Everfield. We can be in and out in a day. Between the two of us, I’m sure we can pry it up.”

      Dianthe gasped. “If you think I’m not going, you need to see a healer. There is something seriously wrong with you. Everfield is my home. I’m the one who found it, and I know exactly where the orb is. You need me.”

      Sylas opened his mouth to tell her the idea was ludicrous considering Aborella knew her identity. Dianthe couldn’t even make herself invisible for the goddess’s sake!

      But Colin spoke up first. “I agree with Dianthe.”

      “Excuse me?” Sylas glared at him in righteous indignation. How dare he suggest his mate be sent into a dangerous situation without clearing it with him first? Didn’t he understand what it did to a dragon to know his mate might be in peril?

      “Leena can’t leave the scrolls. She’s taken a solemn vow to protect them.” Colin gestured toward the tent and the scribe inside. “And I’ve taken a vow to protect Leena. You can’t imagine how brave she was to leave Rogos. Do you know what Eleanor would do to a scribe outside the boundaries protected by elfish magic?”

      Sylas frowned. He could imagine. “Gabriel then.”

      “Gabriel has to stay with Raven, and Raven has to stay with Clarissa and Avery. The three sisters cannot be separated. Their power derives from one another. It’s too dangerous. Plus there is Charlie to think about.”

      “Which means Xavier and Nathaniel are out of the picture. They won’t leave their mates.” Dianthe crossed her arms and drummed her fingers on her bicep.

      Colin tipped his head. “Maiara and Nick are human. Neither of them knows Everfield, and the vampires in Nochtbend will smell them coming a mile away. Plus Rowan’s wing is still healing.”

      “That leaves only Tobias,” Sylas said gruffly. Their brother was a talented healer and the smartest among them when it came to history and culture, but as a warrior his skills were lacking, especially now that he hadn’t had to fight in a number of years.

      Colin leaned back on his heels. “Exactly. You, Dianthe, Tobias, and Sabrina will go. Sabrina is a vampire—”

      “From Earth!” All of Sylas’s muscles clenched at the idea. It was a recipe for disaster.

      “But still a vampire. Vampires notoriously hate dragons and witches and share an uneasy peace with the fairies of Everfield. You’ve made progress in Nochtbend, but as one of their kind, she’s our best bet of convincing them to help us find the orb. When I spoke to her last night, she was pretty confident that vampires, by their nature, are the same everywhere.”

      “In your own words, vampires have an uneasy peace with fairies. Exactly why Dianthe should not go,” Sylas grumbled.

      Colin ignored him and continued. “The four of you will go to Everfield to retrieve the green orb Dianthe saw; then you will journey into Nochtbend and search for the one hidden there. Sabrina thinks she’ll be able to find it.”

      “Absolutely not! The very idea!” Sylas wanted to punch his brother in the face for even suggesting such a thing. Had Colin forgotten that Grimtwist Forest was inhabited by carnivorous monsters?

      A muscle in Colin’s jaw jumped, and he pursed his lips. “I get that you fear for your mate, Sylas, but it’s not like we’re sending her alone. You’ll be with her. This is the perfect team to get this done. Use her second sight. Lean on Tobias and Sabrina. I know you can do this.”

      He clenched his teeth and stepped closer to his twin until their chests were almost touching. “Over my dead body.”

      Colin shook his head. “I didn’t want to have to do this, but with my return to Aeaea, I officially take over the role I left to you. I’m the leader of the rebellion again, brother. Don’t make me pull rank on you. I’ll go to the others if I have to.”

      Sylas shook his head. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      Colin narrowed his eyes as if to say try me. “We need you to do this. This is your team. Make the most of it.”
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      Dianthe wanted to hug Colin for standing up for her. Although Sylas’s bright red face warned that he might explode at any moment, she proudly soldiered on, talking detailed plans with Colin beside her seething mate. She’d won this round and it mattered.

      In the past, Sylas had always respected her contributions to the Defenders of the Goddess. He’d always had reverence for her gift. But since she’d healed Aborella, he’d treated her like she was a child—inconsequential—or worse, a liability. Not only did it make her feel inferior, it made her question her own abilities. She’d caught herself fighting her intuition and doubting her second sight, that thing that had been with her for as long as she could remember.

      If she was going to forgive herself for any role she’d played in what happened in Everfield and regain her confidence, she had to go on this mission. With Sylas there, it would be the perfect opportunity to prove to him she was the same woman he married. She’d earn his trust in her abilities and his respect again. Oh, she knew he loved her. He’d always love her. But love wasn’t enough. She wanted him to see her as an equal—like he used to see her.

      Her bag was already packed—she’d never had a chance to unpack it—but she moved it to her own tent. Her gut told her that if she gave him the opportunity, Sylas would try to talk her out of this mission or sabotage her involvement. So she did her best to avoid him until it was time to leave.

      Mercifully, he wasn’t on the boat when she arrived. Neither was Tobias. But she was not alone. A willowy and shockingly pale woman with bright red hair lay in the shade of the sail, a hooded cloak pulled high over her head and a pair of dark sunglasses shading her eyes, which presently appeared closed as if she were napping. Sabrina the vampire. They’d never been formally introduced. Now did not seem like the time.

      As quietly as possible, Dianthe stepped on board and stowed her pack in the cargo hold. She took a seat in the sun.

      “You must be Dianthe.” Sabrina opened her eyes and sat up, adjusting the dark shades. “You’ll have to excuse me. I’m usually sleeping at this time of day, and direct sun is quite uncomfortable for my kind.”

      “Sabrina, right? It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      The vampire gave a small nod, then leaned her head against the hull and closed her eyes again.

      “It’s funny about fairies and vampires,” Dianthe said cheerfully. “Fairies derive strength from the sun. Really anything celestial. The moon and stars as well. We celebrate many celestial events in our culture, but the sun is the most beneficial to our kind. Our kingdom butts up to Nochtbend, which is the land of the vampires. They live underground and only come out at night when they are the strongest.”

      Sabrina lifted her head and stared at her over her shades. “So I’ve heard.”

      “I’ve always thought we made perfect neighbors,” Dianthe continued. “Everfield sleeps at night and Nochtbend sleeps during the day. If you didn’t know the other existed, you might not ever find out.”

      The vampire blinked at her sleepily.

      “Well, it’s nice to meet you anyway.”

      “Likewise.” She closed her eyes again.

      She sat in silence for a few minutes until Tobias stepped onto the boat wearing a strange pair of shorts with large pockets and a short-sleeved shirt with a collar. He looked very human for a dragon.

      “Dianthe.” He extended his hand. She grabbed it and he pumped her arm twice. “Nice to meet you. I’m Tobias. Have you met Sabrina?”

      “We’ve met.” A hint of annoyance peppered Sabrina’s tone. She didn’t bother opening her eyes again.

      “She’s, uh, actually very personable,” Tobias said. “It’s just that yesterday she was up during the day, facing the sea monster and helping people to shore, in full sun I might add. I helped her heal that sunburn, but then she had trouble sleeping last night because that’s when she’d usually be up. Plus she’s überworried about her coven because she’s left them in the hands of her father, who is, if I may say, way scarier than any vampire you’ve ever met—”

      “Tobias,” Sabrina said flatly. “She doesn’t need our life story.”

      The blond dragon smiled down at her, awkwardly nodding his head. “Well… okay.”

      Sylas arrived then, carrying his bag and looking flustered. He stared at Dianthe and Tobias, then at her bag peeking through the cargo net. “You could have told me you were taking your pack, Dianthe. I was looking all over for it to carry it down for you.”

      He climbed on board, stowed his luggage, and gestured to Indigo that they were ready to go.

      “I carried it myself.”

      “I see that.” His lips pressed into a flat line.

      His shadow stretched over her, blocking out the sun, but the aura he was putting off made her far more uncomfortable than the shade. Tension coiled in the pit of her belly, cranked tight by the look of annoyance and disappointment on his face. It made her breath halt in her throat.

      “This is happening, Sylas,” she said softly. “Accept it.”

      He scoffed. “I hope we all live long enough for me to have the opportunity.” He crossed the deck to take a seat next to Tobias.

      It wasn’t the conversation she’d hoped for, but at least she could feel the sun on her face again.
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      Sylas sat beside Tobias, only half listening to his brother’s story about how he met Sabrina. There was something about coffee and a hospital. Okay, he wasn’t listening at all. His mind was completely preoccupied with not staring at his mate, who was sunning herself on the bench where he’d left her. His eyes kept darting back to her. The light made her skin shimmer like chestnut-colored silk. He looked away, wishing he had a pair of dark glasses like Sabrina’s so that he could stare at Dianthe without her knowing.

      Grumbling, he leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. Fuck. He was acting like a schoolboy. If he wanted to stare at his own mate, he should just do it. And for that matter, if he had something to say to her, he should just say it. His eyes drifted to his toes.

      “Sylas?” Tobias elbowed him in the side.

      “What?”

      “I asked you if you thought we should make the boat invisible. We’re approaching Serenity Harbor. Do you think Mother will have guards watching Aeaea? She knows we’re staying there.”

      “It’s possible.” Sylas’s stomach filled with lead at the thought of battling Eleanor again with his mate in tow. “But if we make the entire ship invisible, we’ll drain ourselves. We’re going to need that strength if we run into trouble. Better we use it on ourselves and our mates.”

      “An oread driving an empty boat into port… that’s not suspicious?” Tobias laughed.

      “What do you suggest?”

      Tobias’s blue eyes morphed to green, his platinum hair to dark amber, and his face elongated in shape. Two gossamer wings unraveled from his back. “I think disguise is in order. Eleanor has never met Sabrina. I’m betting by what you’ve said she has no idea who Dianthe is either.”

      “She might now, because of Aborella.”

      “We can put her in a cloak. Cover her face.”

      Sylas concentrated, changing his appearance to a black-haired native of Everfield with purple wings and a square jaw. “How do I look?”

      “Too attractive. You don’t want to draw attention.”

      He added a few pounds around the gut and made his face rounder.

      “Perfect. Now, do you want to tell Dianthe the plan or should I?”

      “I’ll do it. Why wouldn’t I do it?”

      “Because you two have been in some kind of cold war from minute one. I don’t know what is going on, but a cold breeze blows my way every time your eyes meet.” Tobias’s strange face slanted a quirky smile.

      “I’ll do it, all right?” Sylas stood and crossed to the other side of the boat again.

      Dianthe’s eyes were shut, but they opened when his shadow passed over her. At first she looked startled, but then noticed his clothes and realized it was him. “Why do you look like that?”

      “You need to put on your cloak. We’ve got to disguise ourselves before we reach port in case Eleanor has people watching the coast.”

      “Okay.” She didn’t move.

      “Do you need my help with the bag?”

      “No. I’m perfectly capable of getting my own cloak out of my own bag. I’m simply waiting for you to move out of my way.” She pointed to the bag in the cargo net directly behind him.

      Without another word, he returned to Tobias’s side.

      His brother shivered. “Cold as ice.”

      “Shut the fuck up.”

      Serenity Harbor came into view, and Sylas stood and walked to the front of the boat.

      Dressed in her black hooded cloak and a pair of dark gloves, Dianthe sidled up beside him. “Oh my goddess.”

      That was an understatement. Everfield’s largest beach was covered in ramshackle housing. Everything from burnt logs to woven grasses had been stitched together to form the most rudimentary of shelters. As they came closer, they could see fairies, dirty and haggard, huddled together around a fire. Behind them, the Empyrean Wood, once their homeland, stood gray and bare, a skeleton forest of ash and scorched timber.

      She reached for his hand, and he did not deny her.

      “I’m so sorry Dianthe. I wish I could have saved you from this,” he said. “I wish I could have saved them from this.”

      For a long time they watched the approaching squalor in silence. Until, it seemed, she couldn’t stand it anymore. Her hand slipped from his, and she turned so that her back was to the shore.

      “Me too,” she whispered, her voice raw with emotion. “Promise me you’ll make her pay.”

      He wasn’t sure if by “her” she meant Eleanor or Aborella or both. It didn’t matter. He intended to make them both pay, along with every member of the Obsidian Guard who’d participated in the burning. “I promise.”
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      The vision rushed through Aborella like a wave, starting in her stomach and rolling up her body until her lashes fluttered and her eyes rolled back in her head. Five spheres formed in her mind’s eye—cobalt, emerald, flame red, royal purple, and gold. The spheres overlapped and the scene changed. They morphed into a key. The key was fed to a dragon. The dragon turned into a book. A golden book.

      With a gasp, Aborella snapped out of it, blinking away what remained of the vision. Immediately she regretted it. Her vision was a much happier place than the room she was in. Eleanor had imprisoned her in a hidden stone chamber behind the palace library and adjacent to her ritual room. Although the empress had extolled how virtuous she was for moving Aborella there from the dungeons, the truth was this room was far crueler than the dark death she’d experienced in the bowels of the mountain. Here she did not have the comfort of the sounds of other prisoners. No whispers came through walls in the night. She was alone. Utterly alone. And she was chained, manacled to the wall by the waist with enchanted metal unbreakable by any spell she had tattooed into her skin.

      Eleanor was wise to bind her by the waist. If it had been her arm, she would have surely severed it off to escape. Fairies lived to feel the sun on their skin. It strengthened their natural magic and made them feel alive. This room was designed with only one window. A rectangle to let in a shaft of light each day. Compared to the dungeon, which had no windows, it might have been better. Only Aborella’s chains were not long enough to allow her to reach the light, and the angle of the window and the direction of the sun meant the light never reached her.

      It was torture, to be sure. She could see the light but never feel it on her skin. Every day had become like a small death. Sometimes she’d dream about feeling the sun, only to wake in darkness and then watch as that teasing patch of warmth moved across the stone just out of her reach.

      Ironic that Eleanor had claimed this room was her reward for telling the truth that the Treasure of Paragon had fled to Aeaea. The heirs and their mates had passed right through Eleanor and Ransom’s fingers, as Aborella had hoped they would. She’d known where Raven and Gabriel had been taking little Charlie for weeks before she’d told Eleanor, and by then it was too late for the empress to organize a proper attempt at reeling in her children. Faced with limited time, she’d gone after them herself and failed.

      Aborella smiled. The eight living children were together now and protected by the goddess Circe herself. She’d seen it, and her visions were never wrong.

      The heavy wood-and-metal door creaked open on its hinges, sending a wave of anxiety through her. Every day was the same. Tired and hungry, Aborella would withstand Eleanor’s aggressive questions about her visions and carefully lie about what she saw. Only the longer she was starved and mistreated, the harder it became to do so convincingly. She just didn’t have the energy.

      Eleanor strode in, dressed in head-to-toe black. Gone was her usual gown, replaced by formfitting pants and a blouse with large puffy sleeves. The outfit exaggerated her skeletal frame and made her look like the angel of death. She’d lost more weight. And she was alone today.

      Aborella wondered what had happened to Ransom. Had he finally realized that everyone who aligned with Eleanor eventually ended up in a box, whether it was a coffin or a prison? Or maybe Eleanor had already grown tired of him and his heart sat on the shelf in her ritual room, next to Marius’s and Brynhoff’s.

      “Good morning, Aborella. Are you prepared to be cooperative today, or am I going to need to find your motivation?”

      “I only wish to help you,” Aborella said. “Although it is difficult when I am so weak.”

      “You are strong enough. Tell me, what you have seen?” Eleanor picked at the side of her nail.

      “I haven’t seen anything, Empress. I’m too weak. Without proper meals and light, I am not strong enough to see.”

      Eleanor’s scowl twisted into something truly horrifying. “Don’t play games, Aborella. If I gave you what you wanted, you’d only use your magic to break free. I’ve known you for decades. I know how you think.”

      “But—”

      “My spies saw a boat land in Serenity Harbor. It might have come from Aeaea. Four strangers disembarked, two males and two females. My man tried to follow them, but he lost them in the stink of that wretched beach colony.”

      “The people of Everfield had to go somewhere after you burned all their homes.” Aborella hugged her knees to her chest and rested her head on them, wrapping herself in her wings.

      “They should come to me! Paragon would provide them with lovely homes if they swore their allegiance to the rightful ruler of the five kingdoms.” Eleanor bared her teeth in an ugly grin. “It is only a matter of time before they fall—before all the kingdoms fall. Only Chancellor Ciro’s bloody ego keeps him from kneeling before me. He will break soon enough.”

      “Of course,” Aborella said dryly. “What was I thinking?”

      “I need to know who these people are. Are they my children in disguise? And if so, why are they in Everfield? What have you seen, Aborella? Don’t disappoint me, or I will further reduce your meals.”

      Goddess forbid Eleanor should withhold the barely edible slop she dished out to her each night. Aborella worked to keep her eyes from rolling. But what to tell her? The lie must be close enough to the truth to be believable but far enough a lie as to mislead and misdirect. She must bend the arrow a few millimeters; not enough for the archer to notice but enough that the shot was guaranteed to miss its target.

      She forced herself to mimic a vision once again. “I do see something. Yes, I see the arrival of the four you spoke of.”

      “Well, tell me. I don’t have all day.”

      “First something to eat. I am too hungry and weak to describe what I have seen.”

      “First the vision!” Eleanor seethed through her teeth.

      Aborella leaned back against the stone wall, wondering how she could ever have thought Eleanor was her friend for so many years. She’d helped train her, protected her, even sacrificed her own body for her. What a fool she’d been.

      Aborella kept her expression completely impassive as she said, “The four are not your children, but they are members of the rebellion. They arrived in Everfield to meet with sympathizers who survived the fire. Their task is to recover documents from a home that was burned in the Empyrean Wood, one belonging to the leader of the rebellion.”

      “What is in these documents?” Eleanor asked.

      “I couldn’t see the contents in my vision, only a metal box. It is buried somewhere, underneath the ash.” Aborella blinked slowly and waited. Would she take the bait?

      Eleanor paced the length of her cell, arms crossed over the bodice of her black top. “I’ll send a team to find this box and intercept the four. If you are right, you will be rewarded.” She turned for the door.

      “Eleanor, I require food and drink, or my visions will stop.”

      The empress turned her head in Aborella’s direction but didn’t meet her eyes. “Will the visions stop, or will you stop sharing them?”

      Aborella allowed her silence to permeate the room. “We were friends once. I helped you develop your magic. I could help you again if you freed me. We’ve been together so long. You wouldn’t have given me your tooth if you didn’t trust me. Let me go, and let’s work together to unite the kingdoms.”

      For one fleeting moment, Aborella saw softness creep into the edges of Eleanor’s expression. The empress took a single step toward her, then stopped. She blinked once, twice. And something happened. Whatever merciful thoughts Aborella had seen twinkle in her eyes dimmed like a snuffed candle. Cruelty sullied her face once more, and darkness bled into her already cold stare.

      “If we were friends once, that’s over now,” she said. “An empress can have no real friends. A goddess does not consort with mortals.”

      Aborella snorted derisively. “Are you calling yourself a goddess now? Empress is no longer enough?”

      “It is the title I’ve been promised once I banish the goddess of the mountain.”

      “Banish the goddess? You cannot banish the Mountain herself.” Aborella was both confused and distressed by this new motivation. Eleanor must truly have crossed into insanity to think she could murder a goddess.

      “I will end the existence of the goddess of the mountain, and when I do, someone will have to take her place as ultimate ruler of the five kingdoms. It will be me, Aborella. And if you help me… become… you will be rewarded.”

      “I can help you more if—”

      “No!” Eleanor snapped. “I will not risk losing you again. You are too important to my cause.”

      Not too important to her, just her cause. Thoughts of Dianthe danced through Aborella’s head: the warm smell of cookies that seemed to follow her everywhere, the bright fire she kept burning in the hearth, the kind touch she always had when she was helping her eat or bathe. Dianthe’s kindness had been its own curse, making Eleanor’s cruelty all the more intense.

      “Be careful, Eleanor. A goddess is only as strong as the ones who worship her. If you can’t keep a friend, how do you expect to keep the public’s adoration?” She’d gone too far. She’d be lucky if Eleanor didn’t punish her for that quip.

      “I’m not after their adoration or yours,” Eleanor said darkly on her way to the door. “They don’t need to love me. Neither do you. But they should fear me.”

      The heavy door slammed shut with enough force to rattle Aborella’s bones, and she knew at that moment she would never leave that room.
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      “Ready?” Raven squeezed the hands of her two sisters as they huddled around the scroll laid on the table between them. This had to work. It should work. After all, the knowledge hidden in the scroll was meant for them, a message from their common ancestor.

      “Try to be gentle,” Leena said facetiously from her perch beside them. She poised her quill over the scroll on her lap prepared to document everything that happened. Raven tried not to let the scribe’s duties break her concentration.

      “I’m ready,” Avery said. “I think.”

      Clarissa nodded. “Let’s do this.”

      The scroll’s hidden symbols taunted them from deep within the parchment, under the readable message about the five orbs. Raven released their hands. “Now.”

      Avery touched the scroll, and the original message faded. The hidden symbols beneath it rose slowly to the surface and darkened. At once Clarissa sang a spell to bolster Avery’s magic and hold the enchantment open like a wedge. Which left Raven free to do her part. She drew a symbol in the air above the scroll with her finger. The same translation spell she’d used on the historical texts necessary to resurrect Maiara in Sedona poured out of her. The words ordered themselves before her.

      “I’ve got it,” she said excitedly, then began to read. “‘With the help of Daluk of Niven, I Medea, Tanglewood witch and queen of Darnuith, bequeath my golden grimoire to the three foretold—’”

      The words disappeared as Avery’s fingers slipped from the parchment, and she collapsed in a heap.

      “Avery!” Raven ran to her and squatted by her side.

      Clarissa cradled her head in her hands. “Are you okay?”

      “Whatever spell the original Tanglewood witches put on that thing, it’s no joke. Neutralizing it is like drinking from a firehose. I can’t hold it for more than a few seconds.”

      “It’s not just us then.” Leena seemed far less nervous now that the ancient scroll had proven tougher than it looked. She paused her writing to address them. “Everyone in my order tried to translate it before Colin convinced me to bring it here. Our strongest elven magic was useless against its enchantment. Odd, considering an elf was involved in its creation. Daluk of Niven was one of our high scribes in the Temple of the Sacred Pools. He passed into the promised wood several years ago.”

      Avery plopped down on one of the benches and leaned back against the table as if she were seriously hungover. Raven supposed she needed a break. She walked to the back of the tent and poured the three of them glasses of the cold fruity beverage the island’s sprites had made. The stuff looked like lemonade but tasted faintly of coconut. She set the glasses down between her sisters.

      “Thanks.” Avery selected one and took a sip, then gestured toward Leena. “Are you like a nun or something?”

      Raven, who’d just brought her drink to her lips, almost spat it out. Leena didn’t give off a warm, ask-me-anything vibe. In fact, she seemed a bit aloof and seriously uncomfortable to be there. She hoped her sister’s abrupt question wouldn’t be considered rude. Across the table, Clarissa had also stopped drinking and was glancing between Avery and Leena nervously.

      “I don’t know what a ‘none’ is,” Leena answered, frowning.

      “Um, like, are you part of a religious order that protects these scrolls for your gods or something?” Avery pressed.

      Leena’s previously confused expression cleared. “Yes. The Order of Sacred Pools was established by the goddess of the mountain to record the history of her world. A faction of the elves, my people, have performed this sacred duty for millennia. I am honored to have been called into her service.”

      Avery swiped a thumb over her lips. “So, you, um, devote your life to recording history? How does that work?”

      Leena set her scroll aside and tangled her fingers over her knee. “Normally we never leave the temple. Our magic allows us to see events occurring around Ouros by gazing into the sacred pools. It is said that the deep indentations in the limestone are filled with the goddess’s own tears, cried when Zeus exiled her to this island realm. We watch and we write down what we see in ancient Elvish. That is why this scroll is so strange. None of the other scrolls are protected like this. There is no need. No one but our order knows how to read ancient Elvish.”

      “How did you end up with Colin?” Clarissa asked. Both Raven and Avery turned around to look at her. “What?” she whispered, turning up her palms. “Just making conversation.”

      A blush stained Leena’s cheeks. Raven scratched her forehead to conceal her lifted eyebrow.

      “Colin came to Rogos two years ago on a mission to convince the elven high council to support the rebellion. Our leaders have always remained neutral, even during the uprising led by the witch queen. Our kingdom refused to take sides then or now. We’ve never participated in a war.”

      “I get it. You’re Switzerland,” Clarissa said, nodding.

      “What is Switzerland?” Leena narrowed her eyes.

      “Never mind. Something from Earth. Please… continue.” Raven gave Clarissa side-eye.

      “Although Lord Niall refused to discuss supporting the rebellion, he allowed Colin his wish to live and work among my people. The truth was, no elf would ever turn down free dragon labor. He’d worked for months, silently speaking his truth while winning over the locals with his tireless efforts. At first no one believed him. The elves were certain that Eleanor only wanted coordination of the kingdoms. But over time, things that Colin predicted came true. The execution of Brynhoff being one, skyrocketing taxes, and then the raids. About a month ago, Eleanor approached our High Lord, Niall, and told him that the future was a united Ouros. She pressured him to relinquish Rogos to her rule. He refused.

      “After that, the Lord Niall insisted our archers begin training. Rogos has always had an army, but until recently, we’ve only practiced defensive maneuvers. Lord Niall ordered our military to increase its efforts and prepare for a potential attack. I am here because I and a small contingent of my kind believe that Eleanor will stop at nothing until she controls all five kingdoms, including Rogos. I received special permission from my Quanling to accompany Colin here. This was the only way that the scroll could be removed from the temple.”

      “Quanling?” Raven asked. She’d never heard the term.

      “Like a mother figure to women who enter the order. Male scribes answer to the Fratern. The Quanling and the Fratern are our leaders and serve on the High Lord’s royal court along with leaders of the wood elves and the desert dwellers.”

      “So when you’re done, you’ll just go back?” Clarissa asked. “I must have been mistaken. It seemed like you and Colin—”

      Raven glared at her. Now she was getting far too personal.

      Although Leena’s expression didn’t change dramatically, Raven caught a hint of sadness in the tilt of her shoulders. “Yes, I’ll return when my work here is done. I’ve sworn an oath to the temple.”

      Avery glanced at the scroll again, her shoulders sagging. “Which means if you ever want to get home, we need to figure this out.”

      “Well, what we’re doing sure as hell isn’t working.” Raven rubbed her temples. “I don’t suppose one of you two has a better idea?”

      Avery shook her head. “A long nap and a few hours on the beach? It won’t translate the scroll, but it might make me feel better.”

      “Ladies, ladies.” Clarissa spread her hands and released an exasperated sigh. “Have you forgotten who the fuck we are?”

      “We’re the three sisters,” Avery mumbled with a roll of her eyes.

      Raven rubbed her shoulder encouragingly.

      “Who the fuck are we?” Clarissa asked again, louder.

      “The three sisters,” Raven and Avery said in unison.

      “That’s right, bitches. We are the three fucking kick-ass sisters. We are more magical than unicorns and fairy dust!” Clarissa punched her fists into the air in front of her as if she were boxing a ghost. “One little scroll is not going to defeat us.”

      Avery’s head dropped into her hands. “What do you suggest we do, Clarissa? I don’t have much left in me for this.”

      “Maybe we should take a break,” Raven said. “Avery should lie down and maybe have something to eat.”

      Clarissa gave a beleaguered sigh. “Here’s what we are going to do.” She picked up a piece of blank parchment beside the scroll that Raven had procured for taking notes. “Avery is going to neutralize the enchantment one more time; then you and I, Raven, are going to copy the symbols we see furiously. You take the first row and I take the second, and so on, alternating. And we are not going to even try to do the translation spell on what we are copying until we reconstruct the entire message.”

      Raven ran a hand over her face. “That will take days.”

      Clarissa clapped her hands. “So? Like nothing has been this difficult for us before? We thought we could muscle through it if we worked together. It’s proving to be a little bit harder than that. Are we going to give up or give it another try?”

      “Give it another try,” Avery said, although there wasn’t an ounce of excitement in the words. “But I’m seriously drained. I’m not sure how many more times I can do this.”

      Raven kissed her sister on the side of the head. “We’re safe here. All we have is time. Just do what you can.”

      With one nod, Avery rolled her shoulders back and reached for the scroll again. “On the count of three.”

      Raven and Clarissa readied their pens.

      “One, two, three.” She touched the scroll, and they began again.
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      “Please, miss, do you have any food?”

      Dianthe had been trying to walk through the camp on the beach at Serenity Harbor without being noticed when someone grabbed her hand. She kept her gaze down and pulled her hood as far forward as possible. While Sylas and Tobias could change their appearance at will and Sabrina was unknown to anyone on Ouros, if Dianthe was recognized, she could jeopardize their entire mission.

      She tried not to look at the person who squeezed her fingers. If she made eye contact, it would be too hard to turn away. These were her people, and they were in an awful state. The young fairies could hunt, but the elderly must truly be struggling. The person whose voice she’d heard sounded old and weak.

      She tried to walk on, but her assailant only squeezed tighter, refusing to let go, and Dianthe had no choice but to address her. She turned, peeking from under the hood… and recognized the person behind her immediately. “Wynter?”

      The old woman smiled at the sound of her voice. “Di—”

      Dianthe cut her off with the press of her finger to the old fairy’s lips. She shook her hooded head. Behind her in his disguise, Sylas must have given Wynter a look because her eyes grew wide with understanding.

      Wynter lowered her voice to a whisper. “I’m so happy to see you made it out alive. After the fire, we’ve assumed those we can’t find are dead.”

      “I’m not dead and neither is… my mate. But how are you getting on?” Dianthe thought Wynter looked more frail than usual.

      “Hungry, my dear. There is never enough food. The younger ones collect pollen from Solaris Field every day, but I’m too old for that.” Wynter’s wings sagged over her shoulders.

      Dianthe glanced back at Sylas, whose strange face contorted with concern. If people were relying on Solaris Field for food, it might be difficult to do what they came to do without being seen.

      “Oh, Wynter…” Dianthe had to force herself not to hug the woman.

      “Some are beginning to rebuild. Dead houses of course. All the fairy magic in the world can’t grow saplings into proper dwellings. We’ve started coaxing the forest back to life, but who knows if that beastly woman will attack us again? She wants us to kneel before her and swear our fealty to the kingdom of Paragon and her own overinflated ego, but let me tell you, I’ll choose starvation over allegiance to Eleanor any moonrise. And as of now, the residents of the Elder Tree agree with me.”

      “Chancellor Ciro is standing strong?”

      Wynter nodded. “Although there is pressure from the Highborns to give in. Every day it becomes harder to resist. People are hungry.” She pointed at a group of children playing in the sea. “Orphans. Their parents died in the fire or at the hands of the Guard. We all try to care for them, but…”

      “Keep the faith, Wynter. The goddess knows and sees all,” Dianthe said.

      “If only the goddess would send us some help.” Wynter’s voice cracked.

      Dianthe reached for the strap of her bag, intending to remove it and dig inside for one of her rations. A hand landed on her shoulder, stopping her. Sylas.

      “That’s not a good idea,” he whispered in her ear. His eyes scanned the surrounding crowd. They were all staring, suddenly quiet, everyone intent on her bag. He was right. This was dangerous. She recognized many faces—all good fairies to be sure—but hunger made people do desperate things. Could she get one ration out without exposing that she had more than one? If these people saw her give anything to Wynter, would they attack her for it? Steal it from the old woman’s hands?

      Disappointed, she adjusted her bag on her shoulder. “Let us all pray the goddess hears us and sends help.” She gave Wynter a slight bow goodbye and then allowed Sylas to lead her from the beach. Together, they entered the scorched woods.

      “It stinks of death,” she said. “Charred wood. Charred life. I wonder if this is what hell smells like.” Her boots were already covered in ash. Ahead of them, Tobias carried Sabrina, who appeared to be sleeping in his arms. The disguised dragon didn’t seem to mind at all. The way he kissed her on the head, Dianthe thought he might walk across Ouros with her in his arms if he needed to.

      “You did the right thing back there,” Sylas said.

      They were deep enough into what remained of the Empyrean Wood that they were alone. There wasn’t another soul in sight.

      “It doesn’t feel like the right thing. I’ve never seen Wynter look so frail. One of my rations would have meant the world to her.”

      Sylas laughed. “Wynter may be old, but she’s as tough as oak roots. She’ll survive. But if you’d given her a ration, she might have been killed for it.”

      “Seems as though we’ve made a lot of excuses why we can’t help lately.” Her eyes filled with tears, and she couldn’t tell if it was from the swell of emotion in her chest or the ash that floated in the air like snow around her.

      “What we’re about to do—hell, what we have been doing—will help these people more than a ration or putting an Obsidian guard in his place. We’re going to end this, Dianthe. We are going to make it so that this”—he gestured around him—“never happens again. To anyone. Anywhere in the five kingdoms. We are going to end Eleanor’s reign of terror.”

      “Do you really think it will ever happen?” The crushing weight of doubt compressed her chest until she could hardly breathe.

      “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t have hope.”

      “Yeah.” She supposed she wouldn’t be there either if she didn’t believe they could make a difference. She’d had plenty of opportunity to back out. “Have you finally made your peace then with my participation in this mission? Aren’t you afraid I might have an errant vision that brings about our doom? The way you’ve treated me the past few days, I’m surprised the entire island of Aeaea doesn’t think I’m a snapping elderbeast.”

      “That’s not fair. Neither of us knew for sure what Aborella might have done.”

      Dianthe stopped, her boots kicking up ash between them. “Let’s put this to rest right now. You never wanted me to heal Aborella. I had a vision she’d help us and that vision didn’t pan out. But you helped me carry her back here. You stayed away so that I could heal her and build trust with her. And as reluctant as you might have been, you yourself invited her to join our cause. So stop this, Sylas. Stop it now. Because I did not inflict Aborella on us or on Everfield alone. We did. We did it together. And you are fully culpable, as much as I am.”

      “I wasn’t the one who had the vision!”

      “Raven said that even the strongest witches sometimes make mistakes. Spells fail. Magic isn’t infallible.” She shook her head. “I made a mistake, Sylas. Frankly, I was overdue. But you know what? People who love each other forgive mistakes. And they believe in each other even when it’s hard.”
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      Sylas’s mouth dropped open as Dianthe stormed off. Was that what she thought? That he didn’t believe in her? His jaw started to ache, and he realized he was grinding his teeth. Hardheaded female. By the Mountain, they were walking through a war zone! If she didn’t realize that he was trying to protect her from this… this… horror of an existence, he wasn’t sure what to say. It was too late anyway. She was here. There was no going back.

      Still, for the next two hours, Dianthe walked beside Tobias, leaving him following alone. He was relieved when they finally broke from the Empyrean Wood and arrived at Solaris Field. Ouros’s two suns had begun to set, streaking the sky with aqua and lime green, but it was the field itself that was putting on a show. In the mounting twilight, the sunpitcher plants, charged from a day of full light, glowed bright for as far as the eye could see. Sylas emerged from a world of skeletal trees and ash into a field of stars.

      Ahead of him, Dianthe reached into one of the conical flowers and plucked the glowing pollen from within. She dropped it into her mouth. The glow shone through the mahogany skin of her cheeks, illuminating the veins there, before disappearing down her throat. Beside her, Tobias set Sabrina on her feet. The vampire seemed to be more alert than before and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. His brother tried to follow Dianthe’s example and pluck the glow from the nearest flower but only succeeded at destroying the bloom.

      Sylas chuckled as he caught up to the group. “Nice try, brother. Only fairies can harvest the pollen without destroying the flower.”

      Tobias held up his glowing hand, the remains of the blossom stuck to his fingers like spiderwebs. “I see that now.”

      Dianthe snatched his hand out of the air and lowered it to his side. “Careful,” she whispered. “We’re not alone here, and you’re supposed to be a fairy.”

      A giggle reached them from across the field, and Sylas noticed the winged silhouettes of adults and children collecting pollen.

      “What should we do?” Tobias asked. “We can’t go diving into the lake with an audience.”

      “That won’t be a problem.” Dianthe led the way toward the lake. “No fairy would stay here after nightfall, especially not where we’re going.”

      She led the way to the right, carefully navigating the sunpitcher plants like only a fairy could. Somehow she seemed to glide between them no matter how closely they grew together. A fairy’s ability to live at one with nature had always seemed paradoxical to Sylas. They ate meat, after all. Fairies would go to great lengths not to kill a tree but would slaughter dozens of narwits to roast over an open fire at a gathering. Dianthe had tried to explain the logic: fast reproduction meant there were too many narwits. It was merciful, she’d said. If left to their own devices, the critters would eat all the vegetation, down to and including the roots, and then starve to death. Killing them was a way to both control the population and make life better for those left alive. Still, Sylas had struggled with the seeming contradictions in their culture.

      By the time they reached Solaris Lake, the suns had fully set. The only light was that coming from the plants and the lake itself, which glowed faintly green, just as Dianthe had said it would. It was subtle, the orb probably covered in lake grasses and mud. Had he not known what he was looking at, he might have assumed he was seeing a reflection from something.

      “At least we know we’re in the right place,” Tobias said, staring at the strangely lit surface.

      “We should make camp,” Sylas said. “We can retrieve it in the morning.”

      But Sabrina was already stripping out of her cloak. She was fully awake now, her eyes large and bright in the moonlight. “Why wait until morning? In the morning, the pollen gatherers will be back. I’ll go now.”

      “You’re not afraid to swim in dark waters?” Dianthe shivered, and Sylas was reminded that fairies feared the dark. It was when they were at their weakest. Her fatigue was evident in the dark bags beneath her eyes.

      “I can see in the dark.” Sabrina nodded in Tobias’s direction. “And if I need backup, so can my mate. Why don’t you two set up the tent, and I’ll go get us an orb?”

      At last Dianthe glanced at Sylas, for the first time since she’d stormed away in the forest. He almost gasped in relief. “Sure. That sounds like a good plan.”

      Tobias dropped the packs he was carrying and followed Sabrina to the edge of the water. She waded in without hesitation.

      “Are you finally speaking to me again?” Sylas asked.

      “I never said I wasn’t speaking to you.” Dianthe unzipped the tent bag and started staking down the base.

      “You never said anything. You haven’t said a word to me or looked me in the eye in over an hour.” He helped her move the supports into place.

      “I don’t want to talk to you. Every time I do, you make me feel bad about myself. Do you know I haven’t had a vision since the fire? I’ve never gone this long without one.”

      Sylas growled. “Maybe it’s a sign that your abilities have been tampered with as I suspected.”

      Dianthe kicked the spike deeper into the ground and gave a frustrated grunt. “Raven ruled that out, Sylas!” She shook her head. “I think it’s related to us. We’ve never had problems like this in our relationship before.”

      “Problems?” He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “What kind of problems?”

      “Are you kidding me right now? We haven’t had a day of smooth sailing since you escaped the palace. It’s been one disagreement after another.”

      Sylas’s jaw clenched. “That was only because of Aborella. We’ve been… together since then.”

      “Damn it, Sylas. I’m not talking about sex. I’m talking about getting along. Not fighting every second of the day.”

      “I don’t know where this is coming from. We talk every day.”

      She stared at him incredulously. “For the first time, you don’t believe in me. You don’t trust my abilities. And because of that, I feel guilty for what happened. Do you know what I think, Sylas? I think you’ve gotten into my head. I think you’ve made me question my abilities. And I think because of that, I’m blocking my talent.”

      “Well… stop.” Sylas finished pitching the tent, wondering how the conversation had gotten away from him. “It wasn’t you I was questioning. It was Aborella.”

      She rolled her eyes toward the night sky. “You still don’t get it, do you—”

      “Sylas!” Tobias yelled. “Sabrina’s not surfacing!”
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      Dianthe ran for the lake, Sylas at her side. Tobias had already stripped and dove in after Sabrina, but he hadn’t broken the surface again. Deep within the lake, the water churned, sending up ripples and a few random bubbles. Shadows and silhouettes battled below, blocking out the green glow. What in Hades was going on?

      “Oh my goddess!” All at once, Dianthe realized what was happening. Why hadn’t she thought of this sooner? “I have to go in.”

      “What? Why?” Sylas’s eyes widened with alarm. He grabbed her arm as she started undressing.

      “It’s the water sprites.” She gestured in the general direction of the lake. “I’d forgotten that I used to play with them all those years ago. They’re scared. It’s natural they would see a non-fairy as a threat. I’m the only one who speaks ancient fae. I can make them understand what’s happening.”

      “No.” Sylas growled. “It’s too dangerous. You’re not going in there.”

      “Didn’t you hear me? I’m the only one who can help.” She fluttered her wings to fly over the water, but he pulled her down to his side.

      “Sabrina doesn’t have to breathe, and Tobias can hold his breath for ages. You can’t.” Sylas’s expression was pleading.

      She got the distinct impression he would have reached down his own mouth and extracted a lung to loan her if he could have. While she could sympathize with his protective instincts, she didn’t have time for this shit.

      “I’ve had your tooth. If I die, you can revive me.”

      “Don’t joke. Not about that.”

      “I can do this, Sylas! I know these sprites. Let. Me. Go.” She twisted out of his grip and flew as fast as she could over the deep water.

      “Dianthe!” he called.

      She dove straight toward the orb and the battle below. The water felt cooler than she remembered, and she tried not to shiver from her fear of what might linger below the dark surface. Fairies in general were stereotypically afraid of the dark, and she was no exception. By sheer will alone, she held her fear at bay as she descended into the murky depths.

      As she closed in on the orb, she made out the scene well enough by its green light. The sprites fought Tobias’s slashing claws and Sabrina’s biting teeth with crude weapons made from sharp shards of stone. Normally the creatures appeared vividly majestic, the lower half of their bodies from the waist down painted with silvery-blue scales and a long fin that ran from their coccyx to the tapered end of their tail. Above the waist, their androgynous torsos—it was impossible to tell the males from the females—were long limbed and graceful. Along with oversized eyes and long, flowing hair, it was easy to understand why they were renowned for their beauty.

      But that beauty had taken a dark turn. Tonight their razor-sharp teeth were on display, and they growled wickedly as they jabbed their sharp stones in Tobias’s direction. The sprites had captured Sabrina in a tangle of lake weeds, the same type that surrounded the orb. The sheer number of vines holding her proved her capture was intentional and not the accidental work of her own making. Tobias was struggling manically to free her while simultaneously fighting off the sprites. There had to be a half dozen of them or more now.

      Dianthe placed herself between the sprites and Tobias and spread her wings. Her fairy glow lit up the lake like a spotlight. The uniting vocabulary of all the natives of Everfield, regardless of species, was the old language, ancient fae. Technically you couldn’t merely speak it but must sing the words underwater to be heard. Using every ounce of air she had in her lungs, she told the sprites that the vampire and the dragon were trying to help. As passionately as possible, she described the attack by the Obsidian Guard, the burning of the Empyrean Wood, and the threat the empress of Paragon posed to Everfield. She explained that the orb held magic that could be used to stop her and save the five kingdoms.

      Out of air, she rose to the surface for a breath and then returned again. The sprites acknowledged that they’d smelled the smoke and had wondered about the cause. With most of their lives lived underwater, they rarely heard news of the outside world unless a fairy availed themselves of their lake and was willing to share. As she suspected, once they understood, they halted their attack. Still, they would only agree to help her if she removed the vampire and dragon from their waters. The sprites didn’t trust the outsiders.

      Dianthe had expected that as well. Living as they did next to Nochtbend, it was perfectly logical the sprites would fear vampires. And considering she’d just told them that Paragon was trying to annex the other four kingdoms, could she ever expect them to trust a dragon? Knowing she’d never have enough breath to convince them otherwise, she quickly agreed to their demands.

      Instantly, the sprites freed Sabrina, and at Dianthe’s urging, Tobias carried the vampire to the surface. Dianthe met them there, gasping for breath. Tobias adjusted Sabrina in his arms, and she spewed lake water over his shoulder.

      “Fucking sprites.” She picked a piece of seaweed out of her fangs.

      “They’ll only give the orb to me,” Dianthe explained. “You two have to go to shore. I’ll be there soon.”

      “Sylas isn’t going to like you going down there alone,” Tobias said.

      “Sylas doesn’t have a choice. If he tries coming after me, make sure he knows that he might be jeopardizing our mission. I promised the sprites no vampires or dragons in exchange for their help. Don’t let him complicate the matter.”

      Tobias scowled, but Sabrina grabbed him by the jaw. “Get me out of here. This is how it’s got to go.”

      Dianthe was thankful for the backup.

      He frowned but seemed resolved. “This isn’t going to be pretty. Make it quick, Dianthe. You have no idea what this is going to do to him.”

      What was that supposed to mean? It wasn’t as though she was asking him to hold Sylas’s foot to a flame simply to keep his dragon from jeopardizing their mission. Whatever he was implying, it didn’t matter—he spread his wings and lifted from the water with Sabrina in his arms.

      Dianthe took three deep breaths and dove. The sprites, thank the goddess, made good on their word. Together, they removed the mud and vegetation covering the orb and then pried the sphere from the bottom of the lake. It was hard work and her lungs screamed in protest, hungry for oxygen.

      Finally the green crystal was in her hands. She kicked for the surface, even using her wings to help her, but the orb weighed her down and slowed her progress. Dark spots swam in her vision. Her lungs burned. If she didn’t reach the surface soon, the need for air would drive her insane. She fought her body’s instinct to inhale while she was still underwater. Almost there.

      It was too far. She couldn’t make it. Until slender hands landed on her waist and pushed.
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      “She needs help.” Sylas lunged toward the water’s edge. “Can’t you see she’s taking too long to surface?”

      Tobias grabbed his brother by the shoulders and held him in place. “You can’t, brother. She negotiated with the water sprites. They don’t trust vampires or dragons. They agreed to give the orb to her and her alone. If you go after her now, you’ll ruin everything.”

      “Can’t you see they mean to drown her? They want to keep the orb for themselves. Let me go. I must rescue her.”

      Tobias wrapped his arms around Sylas’s chest from behind, locking down his wings. “No. Give her plan a chance. It hasn’t been that long.”

      “I need to help my mate!” This time the words came from someplace deep and feral within him. His growl echoed over the water, the light from his eyes reflecting red off the lake. His dragon had come to the surface, his deepest self pining for his mate.

      “Shhh,” Tobias said. “She’s going to be okay. Dianthe is a smart woman with good instincts. Give her one more minute. Just one more minute.”

      Although he had no doubt that his brother had the best of intentions, Sylas could hear a note of concern in the other man’s voice. By this point, Tobias had to be wondering how long the average fairy could hold her breath underwater. Truthfully, although he was married to her, he wasn’t sure the answer to that question. It wasn’t something that came up in regular conversation. All he knew was that she had been under for what felt like an eternity, and waiting, thinking about her without oxygen, was pure torture.

      Seconds ticked by. The water taunted him with its smooth surface. Where was she? What was happening? He struggled against his brother’s hold, then felt something warm and wet trace down his cheek. Angrily, he wiped the tear away. Damn it, Dianthe. He willed her to come to the surface.

      All at once, she burst out of the water as if someone had thrown her. From across the lake, he heard her gasp, her wings fluttering, lifting and holding her in the air. Tobias let him go and he burst out of his grip, his wings snapping out. He soared over the lake, swept her into his arms, and carried her and the orb to land. A lungful of water sprayed from her mouth, and he bent her in half and pounded her back with the heel of his hand.

      “Hades, tell me you’re all right, Dianthe!” At Tobias’s prodding, he tossed the orb at his brother. Like he cared about the key right now. Compared to his mate’s health, it was entirely inconsequential.

      After a long bout of coughing, she leaned back into his arms and blinked up at him. Her hand rose to rest on his cheek where she wiped his tears away with her thumb. “I’m okay, Sylas,” she said softly. “Everything is okay.”

      He stood, lifting her into his embrace, and buried his face in her neck, her wet hair soaking his shirt. “Thank the Mountain.” He kissed her neck, her ear, her cheek.

      “Sylas…”

      Carefully he set her on her feet and cupped her face in both hands. Her lips were close. Her lavender-and-honey scent invaded his lungs and brought him a modicum of peace. She was here. She was all right. He leaned in a fraction of an inch, captured her mouth with his own.

      “Mmmm.” Her fingers dug into his hair, her lips parting, welcoming him in.

      The kiss was desperate, claiming. He teased her lips, nipped at her throat. All he wanted to do was find a place in the darkness to be inside her. Goddess, he wanted her. Wanted her like he’d never wanted anything. The idea that they were sharing a single tent with Tobias and Sabrina suddenly disappointed him beyond measure.

      He brushed her wet hair back from her face. Her hungry gaze raked over him. The magnetic draw between them ratcheted up a notch.

      She shivered in his arms.

      He paused, pulled back. “You’re cold. We need to start a fire.”

      “I’m fine.” Her hand snaked to the back of his head again. “Stay close. You’ll keep me warm.”

      But he could feel she was soaked. Goddess, she’d barely been breathing a moment ago, and he was all over her like an animal. “We need a fire now,” he called to his brother. “She’s going to catch her death.”

      “I’m on it,” Tobias called from the other side of the tent. “Sabrina’s gathering wood.”

      “I’ve had your tooth. I can’t catch my death.” Dianthe suddenly sounded perturbed. She lifted onto her tiptoes, pressing into him.

      “We should get you out of these wet clothes. Make you something hot to drink.”

      Dianthe took a step back, her hands fisting. “I said I’m not cold.” As she backed away from him, she crossed her arms, huddling in on herself in direct opposition to her words.

      “You certainly look cold to me,” he said pointedly.

      “I’m going to get changed.” She shook her head and marched toward the tent.

      Totally confused, Sylas massaged the bridge of his nose. Why was she so angry? What the hell had just happened?
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      That obsessive, pigheaded man! Dianthe avoided Sylas for the rest of the evening, eating her ration in relative silence. After all they’d been through: losing their home, Eleanor’s attack. After being at each other’s throats for days… He’d spoiled a perfect, passionate moment with his overbearing need to protect her. Oh, she’d been mated to a dragon long enough to accept that his instincts were difficult for him to deny. No way did she expect to break him of the instinct to keep her safe, nor would she want to. But lately he wasn’t just being protective, he was being demeaning, overlooking her strengths and contributions and demoting her to a damsel in distress over and over again. She couldn’t take it anymore.

      He’d never even congratulated her for recovering the orb or for saving Tobias and Sabrina from the sprites. He’d been so obsessed with her safety, he’d even interrupted a romantic encounter! He would rather cocoon her in a blanket and feed her tea next to the fire like some ancient and decrepit grandmother than make love to her. If he could, he’d enclose her in a magic bubble and carry her back to Aeaea where she’d float like a balloon at his side for all eternity.

      Ugh, it made her furious. She’d more than proved herself a powerful ally to the rebellion, and all she wanted was for him to acknowledge that. She wanted his trust and his respect. She wanted to be treated how she treated him, like an equal.

      The moment she’d finished her dinner, she’d excused herself and gone to bed, hoping that sleep would improve her mood. When she woke early the next morning, Sylas was wrapped around her like a blanket, the entire length of his lean, well-muscled body spooning her from behind. The position made it exceedingly difficult to remember why she’d been cross with him. Not that it particularly surprised her. For the sake of efficiency, they were crowded in a tent with a four-person occupancy, their sleeping bag less than a foot away from Tobias’s, who was, at the moment, snoring loudly enough to wake the dead. What else did she expect? This wasn’t a camping trip. They’d had to travel light. Only the necessities.

      Still, if she stayed this close to those hard abs and his delicious smoky anise scent, she’d be tempted to pick up where they left off last night. This wasn’t the time or the place. Slowly and carefully she extracted herself from Sylas’s arms and tiptoed between the sleeping dragons. Pulling on her cloak, she slipped out the tent flap.

      Sabrina had kept watch last night. The orb at her side gave off a strange, mystical glow. She turned to greet Dianthe, and her eyes betrayed her growing fatigue. Already, light streamed over Solaris Field. She supposed as a vampire, Sabrina would usually be in bed by now.

      “I’m up,” Dianthe said. “You can sleep if you want. It’s barely dawn. Maybe you can get a few hours in before we leave.”

      “I’ll do that.” Sabrina moved for the door of the tent but paused and turned to her. “I didn’t have a chance to tell you thank you last night. It was a brave thing that you did. If you hadn’t addressed the sprites, I fear blood would have been shed. It might have been mine.”

      “It was the least I could do,” Dianthe said automatically.

      “No.” Sabrina shook her head. “You could have done nothing or sent Sylas in after us. You were brave. You told me you fear the dark.”

      She looked down at her feet. “Well, I’d forgotten this lake was populated by sprites. I should have warned you.”

      The tall redhead moved closer to her. Sabrina’s gaze was intense, and she carried herself with the long-limbed grace of royalty. Dianthe knew instantly that she never wanted to cross the vampire. One of her pale hands came to rest on Dianthe’s shoulder.

      “I am thankful that you are the brave, strong woman you are. It’s difficult to stand up to one’s mate, especially when one is married to a dragon. I know better than anyone. But it’s clear Colin was right. We need you on this mission. You’ve already made a difference. Never forget that.” Sabrina slipped inside the tent, leaving Dianthe alone to process the unexpected compliment.

      She sat next to the orb by the fire and stared at the border of Nochtbend. None of them knew what to expect when they crossed into the kingdom of the vampires. What she needed was a vision. She needed to see what was ahead for them.

      A seer could not control what she saw or when she saw it, but sometimes they could open a window to their mind in a way that invited a vision in. She thought of it like sprinkling birdseed in a cage and leaving the door open so the bird could fly in. It had been days since she’d had a vision. The trauma of the fire and her deteriorating relationship with Sylas had her tied up in knots.

      It was time to loosen those strings. Her family needed her. The mission needed her. She couldn’t let Sylas or anyone else get in the way of what she’d promised she’d do. She owed Everfield that much.

      Pushing all thoughts from her mind, she closed her eyes and took a deep, cleansing breath. “You can do this,” she whispered to herself. Her mind relaxed. The door opened. And she waited.

      And waited.

      And waited.

      The vision started as a cramp low in her abdomen that rolled up through her stomach and stole the breath from her lungs before flooding into her head. Her lashes fluttered against the temporary blindness that accompanied her second sight. She tipped her head back. A rush of color and sound zoomed in—the Obsidian Guard, dressed in their red-and-black uniforms, trudged through the remains of the Empyrean Wood. Goddess no! They were back en masse. Why did they have shovels? Why were they digging in the ash? By Hades, there were hundreds of them.

      “What are we looking for?” one soldier asked another.

      “We don’t know, only that we need to find it before the rebels do.”

      “That’s it? We’re just going to dig up the entire forest looking for something?”

      The man shook his head. “The seer told her it was in a metal box, buried in the ash. Keep digging and keep an eye out for a group of four fairies. Our spies have spotted four known rebels in Everfield. They’ll be after the same thing.”

      Dianthe snapped back into the present, her heart pounding. Frantically she looked around her, then toward the Empyrean Wood. She saw a flash of red moving among the charred tree trunks. A guardsman. Oh dear goddess, they were already here!

      “Wake up. Wake up!” she whispered loudly, her head poked inside the tent. She grabbed Sylas’s toes and shook.

      “Dianthe? What’s going on?” he mumbled, rubbing sleep from his eyes.

      “We need to go. We need to leave now.” She remembered that she’d left the orb unguarded and ducked out of the tent to return to her post, gathering it into her arms. The fire was still smoldering, and she kicked dirt to smother it. She prayed the guards wouldn’t see the smoke.

      Sylas followed her from the tent. “What’s going on?”

      “We have to leave. Pack quickly. Tell Tobias and Sabrina.”

      “They’re already dressing. What’s happened? What did you see?”

      “The Obsidian Guard is here in Everfield. They’re digging in the Empyrean Wood, digging up the ash. They’re looking for a metal box that they think holds something four rebels want.” She pointed toward the forest.

      Sylas narrowed his eyes, clearly spotting the uniforms among the trees. “They’re much too close for comfort.”

      “I know.” She frowned. “Let’s get out of here.”

      He hastened into the tent and emerged moments later with their two packs. She took one and slung it onto her back. The faintest green glow shone through the zipper on the side of his bag. Good, he’d packed the orb.

      “How do they know?” Tobias broke down the tent at record speed and stuffed it into his pack while Sabrina snored on the ground beside him.

      “Mother had spies watching Aeaea. Whoever it was likely saw the four of us arrive in port,” Sylas said.

      Dianthe frowned. “One of the guards in my vision said that the seer was very specific—a metal box under the ash. They must be talking about Aborella. What other seer has ever helped Eleanor?”

      “But it doesn’t make any sense.” Tobias donned both his and Sabrina’s packs and then lifted her into his arms. “There is no metal box, is there?”

      Sylas shook his head. “No. No one in the rebellion is looking for anything in the ash. We didn’t keep a single thing of importance in our Everfield home.”

      Dianthe shrugged. “I can’t explain it. Nothing in my vision explains it.”

      “Maybe Aborella misinterpreted a vision about the orbs. You did retrieve the orb from a type of dark prison. Maybe she envisioned it as a box and the water as ash.”

      “It’s possible. The Empyrean Wood is crawling with guards. I propose we thank the stars that she got it wrong and make for Grimtwist.”

      “Agreed.” They hiked the short distance to the Nochtbend border and paused outside the line of dark, twisting trees that demarcated the edge of the Grimtwist Forest. Mist curled off the forest floor and crept across the ground toward their toes. The dense canopy of leaves blocked out all light, making it impossible to see far into its unwelcoming interior. Dianthe gulped. As if she hadn’t had enough chilling darkness the night before.

      Dianthe had never been to Nochtbend—it wasn’t exactly a vacation destination—but she had heard stories. The vampires lived belowground during the day, only coming topside to hunt at night. It was said that vicious monsters of unimaginable size roamed their lands, put in place by the master vampire himself to protect the kingdom. Master Demidicus had ruled Nochtbend for centuries from an underground palace called Nightfall. She’d heard horrific stories about the things that went on in that palace. It was said that prisoners of all species were kept alive in cold, dark cells, only to be periodically drained of their blood to feed the vampires. She suppressed a shiver.

      “Any idea where the second orb might be?” Tobias asked.

      They were all still standing at the border, staring into the woods. No one seemed overly motivated to take the next step. Dianthe knew he meant the question for her.

      She shook her head. “I tried. The vision didn’t come to me. Sometimes I can’t force it.”

      Sabrina rubbed her face and yawned. “Where does the master of the largest coven in this kingdom live?”

      “There is only one coven and only one master. Master Demidicus,” Dianthe said. “And he lives in Nightfall. It’s a subterranean palace along the northern border.”

      “Take me there. He’ll have the orb,” Sabrina said with absolute certainty before snuggling into Tobias’s chest and closing her eyes again.

      “How do you know?” Dianthe looked at her curiously.

      “Because I sat next to that thing all night.” Without opening her eyes, she pointed in the general direction of Sylas’s pack. “The power coming off of it made my skin tingle. If there is one thing that vampires love, especially powerful ones, it’s skin-tingling magic. I’m willing to bet that not only does Demidicus have the orb of Nochtbend, but he also likely keeps it close to his person.”

      “I don’t know the way,” Dianthe said. “I’ve heard where it is in general, but—”

      “I do,” Sylas said. “I’ve met with rebels in Nightfall, although I didn’t come from this direction. Before, I followed the river halfway to Paragon before cutting through Grimtwist. Still, I’m sure I can get us there.” He darted a glance between them.

      No words were spoken, but an agreement was made. Together, they crossed into Nochtbend.
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      Dragons could see in the dark. They were born in the heart of the mountain, after all. Designed for cave living. Still, Sylas preferred the light. More importantly, he preferred to see his wife smiling in the sunlight, brought alive by the two suns that daily crossed Ouros’s sky.

      The darkness in Grimtwist Woods was almost absolute. Just inside the tree line, he reached out to lead Dianthe. Not only could she not see in the dark, she hated it with a passion. But instead of accepting his offered hand, she squeezed and then released it before she spread her wings and glowed. “I know I’m the only one who needs this, but I’d prefer to be able to see where I’m going.”

      Tobias raised his eyebrows. “That’s a neat trick. How long can you keep it up?”

      She grinned. “Fairies are naturally phosphorescent when they want to be. As long as we get enough sun during the day, we can glow all night.”

      “Let’s hope it doesn’t attract anything… unpleasant.” Sylas searched the darkness for the beasts of legend that roamed these woods.

      “It isn’t practical for me to hold your hand the entire time.”

      Beside them, Sabrina gave a snort and then resumed her snoring. Tobias shifted her in his arms but kept on walking. A pang of something suspiciously like jealousy shot through Sylas’s heart. Would Dianthe ever let him carry her like that? She wouldn’t even let him lead her by the hand. Why was it suddenly a sin for him to want to care for his mate?

      Sylas took the lead, heading in the general direction of the Palace of Nightfall. Dianthe dropped behind, off to the side of Tobias and Sabrina. He found himself distracted by her distance. If a creature attacked her, would he be able to get to her in time? Why was she so far away from the group?

      Goddess, he was a dragon and she was his mate. Nature intended for him to guard her with his life. He would protect her. He would worry for her. He would keep her from harm. Whether she liked it or not. Sometimes a dragon knew what was best for his mate.

      He walked closer to her. “Stay near me,” he said. “There are deadly creatures in these woods.”

      “I’m aware.” She walked faster, putting more space between them.

      “Did you hear me? That’s not closer, Dianthe.”

      “I know.”

      “What will you do if one of these beasts attacks? You have no claws. Your teeth are barely sharp at all.”

      She glared at him. “I’ll fly away.”

      Infernal woman! “What if the beast can fly?”

      Stopping short, she turned to him, glowing brighter. Her lavender-and-honey scent increased with her light. “I guess it will eat me.”

      His mouth fell open. “That’s not funny, Dianthe.”

      “Honestly, Sylas, I’d rather be eaten by a Grimtwist beast than act like your helpless pet female, huddling beside you out of fear that some unseen threat will harm me!”

      She turned on her heel and strode off again, mumbling something about pigheaded dragons.

      He strode faster still, catching up to her. Any faster and one of them would have to break into a jog. “I never treated you like a pet. Never.”

      “No?” Without slowing her stride, she glared at him over her shoulder. “You didn’t want to keep me in the gilded cage of Aeaea Island, like your own personal parrot, even though you knew my talents were badly needed on this mission?”

      “Only to keep you safe, Dianthe!”

      “Don’t you get it, Sylas? I don’t want to be safe. I want to be—”

      Dianthe’s attention moved from him to the ground beside him. She missed a step and stopped walking. So did he. The leaves rustled, only there was no wind, nothing to cause their movement. The vibration turned into a full-fledged rumble that filled the forest around them. The earth shook hard enough to rattle his teeth.

      “Fly, Dianthe! Fly!” He pushed her out of the trajectory of the vibration heading toward them.

      Thankfully, for once she obeyed. She lifted into the air, landing on a twisted, mossy branch above his head. The dirt opened like a sinkhole, and rows and rows of teeth burst forth beneath him. His wings snapped out and he lifted from the earth, barely avoiding its gaping maw.

      He’d heard tales of the Grimtwist hornworms, massive carnivorous beasts that were larger than any dragon and lived underground in this part of the world, but seeing one was far more horrific than what he’d produced in his imagination. The thing appeared to have no eyes, only two slits that might have been a nose on a smooth, gray-skinned body. Its defining characteristic was its teeth—rows and rows of teeth as long as he was tall—which spiraled around the tongue and into the throat. The thing was an earth-moving eating machine.

      He veered right and it reared, blindly sniffing the air. He was right about it having no eyes; it was clearly following his scent. Only then it stopped and changed direction, reaching for Dianthe in her tree. She lifted off her branch, flying higher, but the thing continued to grow from the earth, ten feet, twenty. How long was the beast?

      It was tracking her, locked on Dianthe’s delicious scent. He had to do something.

      “Over here!” Sylas yelled, flying toward the worm at full speed. Did the creature even have ears? If it did, it didn’t turn at his voice until he was almost on top of it. Even when he buzzed by dangerously close to the worm, it ignored him in pursuit of her. Which left him no choice. He flew between the worm and Dianthe.

      The beast’s mouth snapped closed around him, and everything went dark.
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      Dianthe screamed. Her body trembled with panic. Sylas was gone, swallowed whole and now within the belly of the beast. Worse, said beast was descending back into the earth. What could she do? She didn’t have so much as a knife to throw at the infernal creature.

      A roar came from the left and a silvery-white dragon swooped in, its teeth sinking into the hornworm’s throat. Tobias! Thank the Mountain.

      Dianthe landed on a branch and watched her mate’s brother dig his dragon claws in and haul the worm backward. Inch by inch, Tobias pulled it from the ground. The slimy gray body kept coming and coming, sliding from a hole in the dirt wider than her entire cottage had been. She gasped when its tail flicked from the dirt.

      “Sylas!” she screamed. Could he still be alive in there? Or was he shredded by its enormous teeth? Dragons were tough, naturally immortal, but they could be killed. Beheading was the most certain way, but there were others. She knew nothing of the nature of this beast or its effect on dragons. Panic wrapped around her heart and squeezed. Sylas… Oh Sylas. Why had he flown so close?

      Suddenly the worm let forth a strangled cry, its middle bloating like an overfilled balloon. Tobias’s dragon dropped the thing’s neck. Pop! Gray and brown flesh exploded from the worm’s center in a spray of blood that left the trees dripping and everything below her covered in goo. Sylas’s garnet-red dragon stood at the center of the carnage, wings outstretched, heart glowing bright red within his chest. His dragon sucked in a deep breath and sneezed, sending bits of worm flying across the woods.

      Dianthe had always thought Sylas’s dragon was exceptionally beautiful. Even in the darkness, his garnet scales reflected hints of sunset orange. He was lankier in this form than his brothers, with a gracefully long body and proportionally long and deadly teeth and talons. The only word she had for him was majestic.

      He shook like a dog, clearing blood and guts from his scales before shifting back into his soma form. She swooped down from her perch and pulled him into her arms, kissing him ardently. Her hands slid over his naked, slime-covered skin, not caring one bit that the filth was spreading all over her as well.

      “Oh Sylas. Goddess, I was so worried.”

      At first his kiss was as passionate as hers, but then she felt him pulling away. Even before his lips parted from hers, she could feel the mental difference, the subtle shifting of his body, until he grabbed her by the shoulders and forced distance between them. His breath came in ragged pants. He pointed one hand northwest.

      “If I remember correctly, there’s a lake about a mile in that direction. I need to get cleaned up, as do you. And then we need to talk.” He dug through the worm’s remains and pulled his pack from a particularly globular mass of flesh. After giving it a good shake, he loaded it onto his back, then strode in the direction of the lake.

      “Don’t you want to get dressed, brother?” Tobias asked. He was donning the clothes he must have stripped out of before shifting.

      “Don’t want to get a fresh set dirty. Besides, I doubt that was the only hornworm.”

      Tobias lifted his packs onto his back and then collected the still-sleeping Sabrina from the base of a nearby tree. Dianthe followed behind them, overwhelmed with warring emotions and wondering if the schism that had appeared between her and her mate had become too deep to mend or cross. For the second time in as many days, a passionate kiss had ended with one of them angry.

      It would be easy to presume that all their problems had begun when they’d fled Everfield after the raid by the Obsidian Guard, but she knew their marriage had been on the rocks for far longer than that. He’d been gone a lot the previous year, traveling the five kingdoms leading the rebellion in Colin’s absence. And then he was imprisoned in the dungeons of Paragon. When he’d finally escaped and she’d come for him, that was when she’d found Aborella. She’d insisted on bringing the fairy home to heal her even though Sylas was against it. And then he’d refused to sleep in the same cottage as Aborella, and so they’d spent even more time apart. When she thought back to the past year, maybe longer, she saw more loneliness, more separation than togetherness.

      Had she allowed this to happen? Was she complicit in their gradual drifting apart? For a dragon, a mating was forever. Sylas would never love anyone but her. And she undeniably loved him. But loving someone and being able to live with them were two different things. Maybe there were just too many hurts for either of them to endure.

      They walked in silence until they reached a lake, which thankfully was in full sun. Tobias stopped at the edge of the shadows.

      “I’ll stay here with Sabrina,” he said to her. “Go, talk to him.”

      Sylas dove in, the blood from the hornworm creating a muddy cloud in the water around him. When he broke the surface, Dianthe’s breath caught in her throat. Her mate rose from the water, a tower of tightly corded muscle and golden skin. The water shone like diamonds on the two block-shaped mounds of his chest and carved tempting trails through the shadowy valleys of his deliciously tight abdomen. They disappeared below the surface to where she knew the rest of him was just as inviting.

      She raised her eyes to his and was snared by his gray gaze, unable to move. He’d caught her ogling him. He knew she wanted him. A wickedly inviting grin twitched at the corners of his lips.

      Dropping her pack next to his on the shore, she waded in and washed the worm stains from the front of her dress. The bottom of the lake was lined with large stones, and she felt off-balance as she leaned forward and splashed her face with the cool, pure water. When she wiped the excess from her eyes, he was there. Sylas was standing right in front of her, his smile gone, replaced by sternly pressed lips.

      “We haven’t stopped fighting since we left Everfield, Dianthe. We need to work things out between us before it endangers our mission.”

      She gulped at the intensity in his stare. He was right. This conversation was long overdue. “Thank you for what you did back there with the worm. I know you thought you were protecting me.”

      “I was protecting you.”

      She tipped her head. “I was out of its reach, almost through the canopy, Sylas. It never would have reached me.”

      “You didn’t know how long it was.”

      She frowned. “But I did know it couldn’t move through trees. I’d moved sideways. It was reaching straight up.” She saw a muscle in his jaw jump. “Listen, all I wanted to do was say thank you. I didn’t want this to turn into another fight.”

      “I don’t want to fight either,” he said. “I just want you to stop taking unnecessary risks.”

      She blinked twice. “What unnecessary risks have I taken?”

      He put his hands on his hips and gave her an incredulous look. “Refusing my hand. Not walking close to me. Planning things with Colin without talking to me first.”

      A gasp escaped her lips. “I don’t need your permission to do my job for the rebellion.”

      “I didn’t mean it like that, and you know it.”

      “I think you did mean it like that. I think you wish Raven had found a curse so that you’d have an excuse to keep me barefoot in the kitchen while you risked your life saving Ouros.”

      He scoffed. “It worked out pretty well last year.”

      Her hands balled into fists and she took a step back, shaking her head. So many thoughts rattled through her brain, she didn’t know where to begin. Finally she grasped at what she felt was the root of the issue. “The real problem is that you stopped believing in me the moment I told you about my vision of Aborella helping us. You sat back and waited for me to fail.”

      He closed his eyes and shook his head. “I didn’t want you to fail. I simply knew better what we were dealing with when it came to that wicked, filthy fairy.”

      “Did you know her better?” She narrowed her eyes. “Are you sure? Were you so certain that my vision would be wrong and she would betray us?”

      “Someone is behind Eleanor attacking Everfield. Aborella is the most likely culprit. She went straight back to the Obsidian Palace and told Eleanor everything.”

      The events of the past couple of days had come and gone so fast that Dianthe had barely had a chance to process any of it. But now, thinking back, adrenaline still coursing through her blood, everything became crystal clear.

      “If Aborella had told Eleanor everything, those guards would have come straight to our home. They didn’t. They were looking for a traitor among our kind, but they didn’t know who it was.”

      He rubbed the back of his neck.

      “I think Aborella is telling her something, but she isn’t telling her everything.”

      “What’s your point? She told her enough to have the Empyrean Wood destroyed. Not exactly someone we would call a friend.”

      Memories of Aborella flashed through Dianthe’s brain. Nursing her back to health. Conversations they’d had by the fire. Baking together. There was light in her heart, Dianthe was sure of it. “Maybe we can’t call her a friend, but I’m not sure we can blame everything on her either.”

      “Oh?”

      “Why are the guards digging in the Empyrean Wood? Why are they looking for four rebels and not the heirs of Paragon? Don’t you see, Sylas? She’s posing as Eleanor’s seer, but I think she’s giving her false information.”

      Sylas shook his head. “It’s possible, but you can’t be sure.”

      “What other explanation might you have?”

      “Maybe Eleanor wants us to worry about her right hand while she plans something diabolical with her left.”

      “You think the attack was a distraction.”

      “Mother did attack my family when they arrived near Aeaea. Aborella must have told her the truth then. Why are you still making excuses for her anyway?”

      She’d forgotten about the attack at Aeaea. She bowed her head. “This isn’t about Aborella. It’s about you believing in me.”

      He scoffed and turned his head away. “I’ve always believed in you.”

      “No, you lost respect for me the moment I brought Aborella back with us. You said yes, but you meant no.”

      “I’ve always respected you. I still respect you.” His voice cracked.

      “Do you remember when we met? I was already working for the rebellion. You came in, new, ignorant. I taught you the ropes. We fell in love, and the thing I remember most about those days is how you looked at me. You looked at me like I had all the answers. You were homeless. Cast out by your own mother. We made a home together in Everfield.”

      “I remember and I’m so grateful, Dianthe.”

      “So why can’t you look at me like that now? Why can’t you admit that you need me as much as I need you? You’ve been treating me like a child.”

      A muscle in his jaw twitched. “I do need you. I need you as much as the air I breathe. Why in Hades do you think I wanted to spare you this? Why do you think I let that hornworm eat me to distract it from you?”

      She shook her head. “This is beyond wanting me safe. You want to control me. You want to lock me up like a jewel and wrap me in wards so tight I won’t be able to breathe.”

      His face was red now, and that muscle in his jaw was doing one hell of a dance. “I never wanted to control you!” His voice was gruff and deep, his dragon rising to the surface. She tried to take a step back, but he grabbed her by the shoulders. “You knew what I was when you mated me. You knew I was a dragon. Dragons protect their mates.”

      “Of course I knew!” She groaned as he shook her again. He wasn’t gripping her hard, but she didn’t like how his skin roiled with his anger. His entire body was trembling. “You’re scaring me.”

      “It tears me apart when you’re in danger. Do you know what it was like to wait on that beach while you battled those sprites last night? It felt like a million bees buzzing in my head, stinging and crawling until I thought my skull might crack from the pressure. Every cell in my body is charged with one simple command that overrides every rational thought when you’re in danger. ‘Save her! Protect her.’”

      She pulled away from him. “Would it kill you to acknowledge my contributions to our mission? Even Sabrina said thank you. I clung to the words of a vampire I hardly know because you, the person I call my family, did not so much as acknowledge my work. I am the one who accomplished the first phase of our mission. I got the orb.” She pointed her thumb at her chest.

      “Thank you!” he bit out. “Is that what you want to hear? Thank you for risking your life for a fucking magic ball—”

      She pressed her finger into his chest. “You need me on this mission, Sylas. I can do things none of you can do. And yes, I need your protection. But you need me too. And that means you need to trust me. You need to respect me. And you need to stop treating me like a child.”

      “I never—”

      “You’re smothering me! Just back off!” Goddess, she wished she could take it back. The words lashed out, and his previously red face blanched. He rubbed his chest as if it hurt. She’d gone too far. She’d broken his heart.

      “I understand.” His voice was laced with contempt. “I’ll do my best not to smother you anymore.” He passed her to get to the beach and dug in his pack for, she assumed, a change of clothes. For someone whose blood naturally ran hot, the breeze she felt coming from his direction was decidedly cold.

      “Sylas…” She didn’t know what to say.

      When a dragon mated, he mated for life. The bond was both biology and magic. He couldn’t break it if he tried. But as her husband dressed and donned his pack without ever looking back in her direction, she wondered if she was about to learn how far a bond could stretch.
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      The hike toward the Palace of Nightfall was an exercise in tedium. Sylas schooled himself in restraint, refusing to even look at Dianthe. Although it went against every instinct in his dragon body, he realized it was what she needed. It was what she’d asked for. In a roundabout way, it came from a place of love.

      Smothered, she’d said. It was a harsh insult to a dragon. There were stories of his kind losing their minds and keeping their loved ones prisoner in their treasure room. Smothered was a way of saying he’d crossed the line into obsession. She’d accused him of killing her with his protective instinct. He scowled. He was still trying to figure out how she was both hiking through a dark forest in the vampire kingdom and being smothered.

      But fine, if that’s how she felt, he’d give her space. And if that space came with the sharp edge of his anger, well, nobody was perfect.

      He was relieved not to have encountered any more hornworms and to recognize some landmarks from his last visit to Nochtbend. They were close to the Palace of Nightfall, which was a good thing considering the suns were setting. Soon the vampires would awaken, and he would much rather be inside Nightfall’s gates, speaking directly to Master Demidicus about their mission, than out here, potentially fighting off the unwanted attention of hungry vampires in a dark wood.

      They reached the mouth of the cave entrance just as Sabrina yawned and stretched in her mate’s arms. Another pang of jealousy hit Sylas squarely in the heart as the two kissed and exchanged good mornings. Dianthe might be right behind him, but she felt miles away at the moment. Her scent rubbed like sandpaper against his senses. Normally enjoyable, now it simply left his insides raw.

      “Nightfall is through here,” he said. “There will be guardians at the entrance. Hold very still and allow them to smell you. If you remain calm, we won’t have a problem getting inside.”

      “What kind of guardians?” Sabrina asked. “We use humans in our coven. Tobias told me there are no humans here.”

      “Hellhounds,” Sylas said. “It is said they were a gift from Hades himself to the first of their kind.”

      Tobias scratched his head. “I’ve never seen a hellhound. They sound positively unpleasant.”

      “Think of them like magical wards. They are trained to keep out those with malicious intentions. We don’t have any. We simply want their help and cooperation. Keep a positive mindset and they won’t hurt you.”

      “Can they hurt us?” Tobias asked.

      It was a good question. “I haven’t tested the rumor, but the vampires claim the hellhound’s bite is poisonous to all but vampires.”

      Sabrina chuckled. “So if this goes badly, I’m carrying you all out of here. Got it.”

      “Positive thoughts. Simple enough,” Dianthe mumbled.

      Funny. After their fight today, thinking positively seemed a particularly difficult task.

      As Sylas stepped into the dark mouth of the cave, he thought it was a great metaphor for what was happening in their relationship. Their future was just as dark and uncertain. When he’d stopped to talk to her in the lake, he’d expected they’d exchange apologies and move on. But what she’d said to him was not something an “I’m sorry” could fix.

      Smothered. His mind circled back to what she’d said. The word played on repeat in his head; he couldn’t seem to move beyond it. She, whom he was leading into a dark, forbidding cave, felt smothered.

      He still wasn’t sure what to do with that information. Nothing about the past few days made him feel he had earned that label. For the Mountain’s sake, should he have let her be swallowed by the hornworm?

      His reverie was interrupted when the low, menacing growl of a hellhound filled the cave. By the light of Dianthe’s glow, he saw the darkness melt into the shape of a dark dog with prominent teeth and long, lean muscles that gave it a sickly and gaunt physique. The things always looked hungry. What they ate, he had no idea, but by the glare in their red eyes, he’d always assumed it must be souls.

      “Good doggy,” Tobias whispered beside him.

      The hellhound sniffed his hand and then the general area of his torso.

      Behind him, Dianthe said nothing, but her scent and light shifted. She’d moved from his right to stand between him and Tobias. Clearly she was afraid. He was tempted to take her hand but forced himself to leave it right where it was. Their relationship would never heal if he didn’t honor her request to be trusted with her own safety.

      “I’m jealous,” Sabrina said. He hadn’t seen her move ahead of them, but she was already deep inside the cave, scratching a hellhound behind the ears. “They’re the perfect guardians. Do you think I could buy one to bring back to Chicago with me?”

      Tobias winced. “Absolutely not.”

      “Oh, but they’re so cute.” She made a kissy sound, and the hound licked her face. “I think this one is still a baby. He’s smaller.”

      Sylas moved past the hound to the iron portcullis at the back of the cave and pulled a ribbon hanging against the wall. A bell inside rang, and a vampire appeared on the other side of the metal. Ruthgard, thankfully a member of the Defenders of the Goddess.

      “Sylas. I never thought we’d see you back here. Last I heard, you were rotting in the dungeons of Paragon.”

      “Pleasure to see you again, Ruthgard. Lucky break. I was cleared of all charges and freed. My friends and I need to speak with Master Demidicus. It’s important.”

      Ruthgard glanced over his shoulder and then back at Sylas. “I don’t believe for a second that Eleanor let you go.” He chuckled. “Fugitive or not, you know I want to help you, but no one gets to the master without going through Zaruki.”

      “Then let us speak to Zaruki.” Sylas cracked his neck. Zaruki’s loyalties were questionable. Like the master, she wasn’t a member of the rebellion but also wasn’t enamored with the empress. If she had any loyalty at all, it was to Nochtbend.

      “Wait here.” Ruthgard left so quickly all Sylas could track was a blur.

      “Who’s Zaruki?” Tobias asked.

      Sabrina picked at something under her nail. “That would be the master’s right-hand man. Likely a deadly killer who would just as soon rip us apart as have a little chat. Mine can smell trouble a mile away.”

      Sylas chuckled. “She’s female, but other than that, you are exactly right.”

      Tobias nudged his arm. “Should we be disguising ourselves?”

      Sylas shook his head. “Won’t work here. You can’t hide the scent of dragon blood in a room full of vampires.”

      “I can attest to that,” Sabrina concurred.

      “Being dragons is one thing, but do they have to know we’re the heirs?”

      “The master will know. He’s been around since before we were children. Trust me, Tobias, he’ll know, no matter how we look on the outside. Lucky for us, there is no love lost between Nochtbend and Paragon. They have two members on the Highborn Court who are sympathetic with Eleanor, but they do not live here in the palace. Demidicus can’t abide their company. With any luck, we won’t encounter them.”

      Tobias ran a hand over his face. “With any luck.”

      The blur was back. “Zaruki will see you now. Follow me.” The portcullis lifted, and Sylas followed Ruthgard inside. The rough-hewn walls gradually gave way to more sophisticated surroundings: warm wood floors, walls covered in art, gold fixtures. Strange music played softly in the background, piped in through camouflaged speakers.

      “Here we are.” Ruthgard opened a door and gestured into a room with a long gathering table.

      At the head of the table, Zaruki waited. She did not smile as they filed into the room, just watched them with an intense, unblinking stare. Zaruki had always reminded Sylas of a cat. Her long crimson nails were filed to sharp points like claws, and her narrow, dark brown eyes had the natural slope of a feline’s. If there was one word to describe her, it would be narrow. Every part of her was exceptionally long, from her legs that stretched the full height of the table, to her arms that reminded him of tree branches, to her abnormally lengthy neck that supported an oval head with a pointed chin and a ponytail of platinum hair. Under a thick fringe of bangs, her complexion was always pale. He’d never seen it pink from anger, exertion, or embarrassment. He didn’t think she was capable of it.

      Once the four of them were in the room and had taken positions around the table, Sylas bowed halfway as was the custom among the vampires. He knew better than to extend his hand. “Thank you for seeing us.”

      “I received word that someone killed a full-grown hornworm overday in Grimtwist. I assume that was you.” She scowled her disapproval.

      Sylas skirted the issue—after all, she hadn’t directly asked a question. “We’ve come to speak to Master Demidicus about Paragon’s recent attack on Everfield. We have reason to believe it was the first but definitely not the last. Your kingdom is likely the next in her crosshairs.”

      “As much as I am sympathetic to your plight as exiled heir, I think your assessment of the situation is biased by your history with Paragon. Representatives Armand and Viessa claim that Everfield broke the universal law. They were harboring a fugitive from Paragon. Paragon was within its rights to retaliate.” Her gaze fell on Sylas. Did she know that he was said fugitive?

      Dianthe snapped, “And apprehending this fugitive requires burning the Empyrean Wood to the ground? Killing innocent fairy elders and children? Forcing an entire community into homelessness?”

      Sylas wished she hadn’t poured so much emotion into her words. The vampires were rarely moved by emotional pleas but loved to use their adversaries’ triggers against them.

      As expected, Zaruki’s face remained impassive. “While I am sure certain fairies found themselves in the wrong place at the wrong time, I am told that the Elder Tree still stands, as does the solarium. Clearly the destruction of Everfield was not as complete as you are suggesting.”

      Dianthe gritted her teeth. “The homes of Everfield’s Highborn Court representatives were untouched. The very citizens who should defend Everfield against Paragon once again find themselves in a position where they’ve experienced no loss, have no skin in the game, and can easily turn their back on the hundreds of innocent fairies unfairly left in squalor.”

      Oh fuck. Sylas attempted to smooth things over. “What we are trying to say—”

      “Nochtbend cannot become involved in a disagreement between Everfield and Paragon. I will have someone show you out.” Zaruki moved dismissively toward the door.

      Sabrina blocked her path, her red hair seeming to grow brighter in the intensity of the moment. Her fangs descended with impressive control. “You will take us to your master.”

      “Who are you, vampire?” Zaruki stared, unblinking, at Sabrina.

      The redhead did not smile or bow but raised her chin in order to stare down her nose at the other woman. “I am Sabrina Bishop, master of the Lamia Coven.”

      “Master? I know nothing of this coven. Where do you hail from?”

      “Chicago,” she said. “I’ve come a great distance.”

      Zaruki arched an eyebrow. “I am not familiar with Chicago or with your coven. But I’m curious why you would travel a great distance to insert yourself in a minor political skirmish in the five kingdoms?” She sniffed, a clear message in her eyes—mind your own coven.

      “I will speak with your master now!” Sabrina said firmly.

      Zaruki turned her attention back to Sylas. “The vampires of Nochtbend have chosen to remain neutral in this political affair. We’ve never cared for the empress’s vision of uniting the kingdoms, but until the Obsidian Guard sets foot on Nochtbend soil, we will not involve ourselves.” Her eyes drifted to Sabrina again. “Now, I will call Ruthgard to show you out.”

      Sabrina’s green eyes shifted to Tobias. He gave her a small nod. “Zaruki, I challenge you for your position in Nochtbend coven.”

      “What did you say to me?” Zaruki’s fangs lengthened.

      Sabrina crouched, hissing. Tobias’s mate was truly frightening, her green eyes taking on a silvery-blue glow with her anger. Dianthe took a step closer to Sylas, clearly unnerved by the display. Sabrina’s voice sounded strange as it filtered through her teeth. “I said, I challenge you. Are things so different among Nochtbend vampires that you don’t know what that means?”

      Zaruki’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Oh, I know what it means, but I fear you have no idea.” She shoved past Sabrina and threw open the door. “Guards! Take these four to the arena.”

      “The arena?” Dianthe whispered to Sylas.

      He barely glanced back at her. He did not take her hand. She shifted nervously beside him.

      “It appears that you will have your wish, Sylas,” Zaruki said, glaring directly at him. “You will be in the audience of the master… while I battle your friend to the death.”
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      Something was very wrong with Sylas. Dianthe followed her mate, Tobias, and Sabrina from the room, led by a group of brutish vampires who seemed dead set on making the experience as uncomfortable as possible. Sylas did not react at all to the guard’s firm grip on her arm or move closer to her to protect her. In fact, her mate had barely looked at her since their conversation at the lake. He was angry, that was for certain.

      You said he was smothering you, she chided herself. It was a mistake. In her anger, she’d said things she regretted. Smothered was perhaps an exaggeration. Smothered was perhaps the wrong word choice given that he’d, only minutes before, allowed himself to be eaten alive by a monstrous worm. Smothered was likely the reason he wasn’t speaking to her.

      Damn it all. Why had she chosen that word?

      With a shove to the center of her back, Dianthe stumbled forward into a pit of mud and stone. She flapped her wings to right herself, then looked up and up and up. An underground coliseum rose above her, quickly filling with thousands of vamps whose individual mumbles created a cacophony that echoed through the space. Occasionally, Dianthe heard the word challenge pop out of the otherwise indistinguishable din of voices.

      “By the goddess.” Dianthe turned in place, disturbed by the sheer size of the stadium and the fact that she was surrounded by predators. Every one of these vampires would make a meal of her if there wasn’t a pact between their people. Here, would anyone even know if one of them decided to indulge? She shivered.

      The guards left the four of them alone, the tunnel into the arena closing behind them. That was that. There was no way out of here but for Sabrina to fight. Hopefully just Sabrina. Why were they all in the arena?

      “I hope you know what you’re doing,” Sylas whispered to Tobias and Sabrina.

      Sabrina removed her cloak, folded it neatly, and handed it to Tobias. “Do you want the second orb or not?”

      “Of course I do, but—”

      “Zaruki was not going to give you access to the master. She sympathizes with Eleanor. I could smell her contempt for you the moment you walked into the room.”

      Sabrina stripped off her shirt until she was left in only a sports bra and leggings. Her fingers danced along her hair, braiding it perfectly with superfast precision. She tied the ends with an elastic she’d had around her wrist.

      “We don’t know what this challenge entails,” Sylas said. “How can you be so sure you can handle it?”

      “She can handle it,” Tobias said confidently.

      “All vampires are fundamentally the same,” Sabrina said. “They’re violent creatures. They won’t respect us unless we demand respect. Trust me on this. I’ll be okay.”

      Dianthe observed Sylas and Tobias. Both dragons. Both mated. Their reactions could not have been more different. Tobias was smiling as his mate prepared for war. Sylas was scrubbing his face with his hands as if this entire situation was making his skin crawl. She had to agree with her mate on this one. All of Dianthe’s instincts told her Sabrina was in over her head.

      “Tobias, I need you.”

      “Blood or energy?” Tobias asked.

      “A little of both? I expect this will be… challenging.”

      Dianthe did a double take as Tobias pulled Sabrina into his arms and kissed her like it was her last day on earth. A few whistles came from nearby vamps, but as Dianthe watched, she realized this was more than a kiss. Sabrina’s cheeks turned as pink as a fairy’s. And when her lips tucked into his neck, she saw her sip blood from his skin. Sabrina and Tobias weren’t making out, he was feeding her.

      By the time she pulled away, she was positively glowing. “Mmm-mm good. See you later, baby.”

      “There’s more where that came from. Finish this without making me shift, and it’s all yours.”

      She gave him a reassuring nod and then jogged to the center of the arena, waving to the vampires who booed her arrival.

      Dianthe tugged at Sylas’s arm and gestured toward a box at the front of the arena. A vampire entered, wearing a tailored black suit decorated with red cords. With his jet-black hair and eyes, his very presence was foreboding, even from her spot across the arena. But it was what he carried in his hand that had caught her eye. A scepter in his grip was topped with a glowing red orb.

      “By the Mountain,” Sylas said. “I guess Sabrina was right about him keeping it close.”

      “Let’s pray Sabrina wins this thing and we have the opportunity to plan how we might pry that thing out of his thousand-year-old grip.”

      “I don’t think he’s a thousand years old.”

      Dianthe scoffed. “At some point I imagine you stop counting.”

      A portcullis on the other side of the arena rose and Zaruki jogged in, waving to the now cheering crowd. She was dressed in leather with spikes around her neck, waist, and shoulders.

      “Interesting fashion choice,” Dianthe whispered.

      “It looks like this is hand-to-hand combat. I don’t see any weapons or shields. That fashion statement is Zaruki’s way of wearing her weapons into the ring. If Sabrina tries to grab her, those silver spikes will make her bleed.”

      “That’s an unfair advantage!” Dianthe protested.

      “I don’t think this competition is meant to be fair.” Sylas folded his arms across his chest.

      Demidicus stood, and the arena went silent. “What is your name, stranger?”

      Dianthe swallowed down a wave of fear-induced nausea for her friend.

      “I am Sabrina, master of the Lamia Coven. I came here to request an audience with you, Master Demidicus, to speak about what is happening in the five kingdoms. If you would grant me your ear, I would be happy to explain.”

      The laugh that left the master’s mouth was nothing short of cruel. “Am I to conclude that you challenged Zaruki to circumvent her authority in these matters?”

      “Yes,” Sabrina said flatly.

      Dianthe’s hopes rose that the master would now agree to meet with them without requiring Sabrina to fight.

      But Demidicus only laughed harder. “Let’s leave it to fate then. Battle Zaruki. If you win, I will entertain your request. If you lose…” His eyes drifted to the three of them huddled on the ramp to the arena. “My vampires will enjoy a snack before tonight’s banquet. I’ve never had dragon’s blood, but I hear it is one experience a vampire never forgets.”

      Sabrina lowered her chin. “What are your house rules?”

      “We have no rules.”

      “Do you like Zaruki?” The dark quality of Sabrina’s tone sent a chill along Dianthe’s spine.

      Zaruki looked positively bored.

      “What has that got to do with anything?” Demidicus asked.

      “If possible, would you like me to let her live?”

      The master snarled at her. “Zaruki, finish this quickly. I’m famished.”

      Zaruki sprang into the air, her boot rounding in a kick toward Sabrina’s head. Avoiding the strike, Sabrina lunged right, snatched her ankle out of the air, and quickly changed direction, sending Zaruki’s face plowing into the mud. Splatters of dark brown sprayed across Sabrina’s pale face. She smiled.

      The blond vampire leaped to her feet and attacked, this time with her fists. The movements became so fast Dianthe could barely follow them—strike, duck, kick, block, hook, dodge, uppercut. For close to a minute, neither vampire appeared to land a punch.

      “Apparently the master isn’t used to things taking this long.” Sylas pointed a chin toward Demidicus. His frown was growing more pronounced.

      Sabrina dropped and kicked straight up, catching Zaruki in the pelvis. The blond vampire soared across the arena and landed in a heap on the other side. As she struggled to her feet, now completely covered in mud, the arena grew so quiet Dianthe could hear the thwuck of each muddy footstep.

      Zaruki scrambled to her feet, and a collective gasp left the audience. All her spikes were gone. Dianthe’s mouth dropped open. Her gaze darted back to Sabrina. Red ponytail swinging, she held up a bouquet of sharp silver.

      “Looking for these?” With a wicked smile, she tossed them all into the side of the arena, eliciting a gasp from the lowest rung of nearby seats. The spikes sank two inches into the stone.

      With a mighty roar, Zaruki hurled herself at Sabrina in a blur of vampiric speed. Sabrina sidestepped so quickly it looked to Dianthe as if she blinked out of existence and reappeared, sinking her knee into Zaruki’s gut.

      A groan came from the crowd, but the blond vamp wasn’t giving up. She grabbed Sabrina and held her close, punching her side, her back, her kidney, the side of her jaw. The blows landed, and Dianthe had to believe they hurt. Sabrina might be the faster vampire, but Zaruki had figured that out and was making the most of it.

      “How can he be so calm?” Sylas whispered. He was staring at Tobias, who had his arms crossed and was watching with cool, unflustered pride as his mate got pummeled.

      “He knows she can do this,” Dianthe said. “He believes in her.”

      Sylas frowned. “Believing in someone can’t save them from everything.” The ghost of something dark and evil floated like a cloud through his expression. “I used to think that death was the worst thing that could happen to someone I loved. I know better now.”

      A murmur rumbled through the crowd. Sabrina successfully caught Zaruki’s wrist. With the blonde holding Sabrina close, the two looked like they were ballroom dancing. Both were covered in mud now, with the exception of Sabrina’s ponytail, which still swung bright red behind her.

      “What happened to you, Sylas?” Dianthe watched the fight, but her mind lingered on her mate and that ghost she’d seen pass behind his eyes. Why hadn’t she considered before that there was something more behind his recent change in behavior?

      His eyes glazed. He was gone, lost somewhere in his own thoughts.

      Sabrina pushed Zaruki with her chest, snaked her arm between them, and twisted. The thrust and snap that followed was too fast for Dianthe to see, and when Sabrina tossed something aside, it took her a second to realize it was Zaruki’s arm. Dianthe brought both hands to her mouth and gasped. The bloody scene was grisly, something out of a nightmare. Zaruki fell face-first to the arena floor, her blood flowing and mixing with the mud.

      The arena erupted into groans and a din of horrified voices. A young vampire near them gagged and turned her face away.

      Zaruki tried to get up, but Sabrina had a knee at the center of her back. She raised her hand and struck, breaking through the blond vampire’s rib cage. Dianthe didn’t have to have a close-up view to know what Sabrina was doing. With her hand inside Zaruki, it was clear Sabrina had wrapped her fingers around the other vampire’s heart. All she had to do was pull her hand back, rip the organ from her body, and this would all be over. Under her, Zaruki made a pathetic attempt to rise, her remaining hand slipping in her own blood.

      “Do you wish for me to spare her, Master Demidicus?” Sabrina’s voice carried across the arena. It had gone silent again as the vampires accepted the loss of their champion. “I cannot serve as your second. I only wish to meet with you, master to master. If you speak now, I will release her.”

      “I need her,” Demidicus said quickly.

      Sabrina slipped her hand out of Zaruki’s body. Dianthe heard an unnerving splat as the blond vampire flopped into the mud and lay still. Sabrina stepped away from her, turned toward Master Demidicus, and bowed.

      “I trust that you can provide rooms for my friends and me to get cleaned up. I’d prefer not to meet with you like this.” She gestured at her filth-covered body.

      Master Demidicus snapped his fingers, and the portcullis behind them rose.
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      This time it wasn’t guards who escorted them from the arena but three young female vampires dressed entirely in white. Sylas thought they moved like a troop of ballerinas. He followed them into the halls of Nightfall, forcing himself to smile and participate in the mindless chatter they initiated. Dianthe looked exhausted, and Tobias was too busy clinging to Sabrina to bother with diplomacy.

      He was relieved when they were shown to a suite of rooms connected by a central seating area. Tobias and Sabrina disappeared into one of the bedrooms immediately, giggling all the way. Which left Sylas and Dianthe staring at each other across a set of wingback chairs.

      “I think I’d like to take a bath and a nap,” Dianthe said. “The welcome crew said Demidicus invited us to join him at a banquet later tonight, and unlike the three of you, I need to sleep.”

      He pointed a hand at the open room. “It’s all yours.”

      She took a step closer to him. “You could join me.”

      His inner dragon perked up inside his torso. There was nothing Sylas would rather do than bathe his mate at that very moment. His body was instantly ready. He wanted her. He always wanted her.

      But there was something broken between them. He saw it still in her eyes. A connection that used to be there, a mutual respect, was somehow missing. He wanted to get it back. He was certain he could if given enough time. But it wasn’t going to happen in the next five minutes. Something told him that making love now would do more harm than good. It would be empty. She might even end up resenting him for it if she felt the emotional schism between them.

      He removed his pack and set it next to the chair. “As much as I’d like to take you up on that offer, I think I should prepare what I’m going to say to Demidicus. It’s my responsibility to get this right.”

      Dianthe dropped her gaze to her toes, her mouth bending into a frown that broke his heart. “Okay.” Without another word, she disappeared into the room and closed the door.

      Sylas’s knees gave out, and he landed in one of the wingbacks, thanking the Mountain it was sturdy enough to handle the abuse. Leaning forward, he rested his head in his hands. Would things ever be right between them? Would they ever have what Tobias and Sabrina had? Would it ever be how it used to be?

      He leaned back in the chair, closed his eyes, and prayed to the goddess that one day it would be.
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      The symbol Eleanor had forced Sylas into on the floor of her ritual room radiated heat. Born in the heart of a volcano, dragons were rarely bothered by heat, yet this burn seemed to sink straight through into his bones. This was magic, dark and evil. He tracked her movements as she paced around him.

      “You would dare lead a rebellion against me?”

      He should remain silent. Admitting his role in the Defenders of the Goddess was a stupid idea. But whatever his mother had in mind, he doubted he’d be making it out of here alive anyway.

      “What you’re doing to the five kingdoms is wrong. The other species need their independence if they are to have a chance to thrive. The taxes you are imposing are draining them dry and leaving them in squalor.”

      “It’s not like I don’t give them a choice, Sylas. If they bow down to me, I will ensure they are taken care of.”

      “And strip them of their culture and identity.”

      She scoffed. “Culture and identity?” She waved a hand dismissively toward the ceiling. “How awful that the fairies won’t be able to celebrate every blink of light in the sky. The vampires will have to live in dwellings approved by Paragon instead of a hole in the ground. Poor elves, I’m sure they’ll weep when we finally fill in those fucking sacred pools in Rogos. Good riddance. They’re pests, Sylas! Dragons are the superior species, and once I rule all five kingdoms, everyone will accept that. They will have to after I ascend.”

      “What do you mean, ascend?” Ice formed in his veins despite the heat.

      “I will defeat the goddess of the mountain and take her place.”

      Sylas jolted at the blasphemy. He looked over both shoulders, sure that a fist would drop from the sky and crush his mother into bloody bits. But nothing happened. If the goddess existed and could hear her, she’d chosen not to act. “What makes you believe you could do such a thing?”

      She filled a silver vessel with liquid from a cauldron on her workbench. His gaze fell on a massive diamond there. Was that a dragon heart? Whose? He shivered.

      “I have tricks up my sleeve that you’ve never dreamed of, dear boy, not in your most dizzying nightmares.”

      Her mouth twisted into a truly wicked grin as she approached him again. She tipped her head in mock concern. “This is going to hurt.”

      The silver vessel tipped, and blood spilled onto the symbol. Pain flared through his body as purple fire engulfed him. He opened his mouth to scream, but the intensity gripped him in a crushing fist, all his air contained within it. The magic tore through his flesh, tugged at his heart and his internal organs. Sharp, slicing agony followed, and then his hand was yanked toward the edge of the symbol.

      He wanted to curl into a ball, anything to ease the suffering the spell had ignited. It rattled his teeth and slithered through his skull. It pounded his bowels, tore through his liver. He could feel it nibbling, ratlike, on his bones.

      But the magic held him in place. He watched in horror as his mother slipped his ring from his finger. A dragon’s ring was far more than a piece of jewelry. The ring formed around his finger the first time he shifted as a child and held the inherent magic that allowed him to be both dragon and man. All his natural abilities resided in that ring: to ward his treasure, to become invisible, to shift, to fly. It was as much a part of him as his heart.

      Now he watched the deep red garnet leave him, clutched in his mother’s clawlike fingers. With it went a piece of his soul. Air rushed into his lungs. Finally he could scream, and scream he did. He screamed until his throat was raw. She’d taken his ring. His riiiing.

      The fire died and he slumped to the floor, his cheek pressed against the smooth stone. She pushed him with the toe of her boot. He watched her place the ring inside a box and then slide it behind a book, The Saddle of Arythmetes.

      “Do you remember being forced to read this drivel as a child?” she asked. “Arythmetes felt much as you did after traveling the five kingdoms. He called for peace, cooperative independence, democracy. He, too, wanted to preserve the cultures he witnessed. He found them beautiful. What an apt place to keep your soul. He died you know, a tragic and lonely death.”

      He stared up at her as she towered above him, as helpless as a wingless bird, and hated her with every fiber of his being.

      “Guards, take him to the dungeon. By decree, no one shall speak of him again.”

      Hands gripped his shoulders… shaking… shaking him.

      Sylas woke with a start to find Dianthe hovering above him, her hands on his upper arms.

      “You were screaming in your sleep.” The unadulterated concern on his mate’s face brought him fully into the moment.

      It took him a few breaths to realize where he was. He’d fallen asleep in the chair in their suite in Nightfall. He sat up and glanced toward Tobias’s room.

      “I don’t think they heard you.” She placed a hand on her throat. “Your voice was muffled, more breath than scream. I only heard you when I came out of the room.”

      Thank the Mountain for small favors. All he needed was for Tobias to know he was still having nightmares about his time as a prisoner in Paragon. The dragon would likely want to put on his doctor’s hat and try to analyze him.

      He sat up straighter. “You look nice.” Dianthe practically glowed in a midnight-purple dress with diamond beading. “Where did you get that?”

      “Our hosts provided it. You have an outfit too.” She pointed toward the room where she’d dressed. “With any luck, we’ll actually get to have the conversation we came to have later tonight. I wanted to look presentable. You should maybe get changed as well. There’s mud on your boots, and it shouldn’t be long now.”

      He ran a hand through his hair and nodded.

      “What were you dreaming about?” She rested her hands on his chest as he stood in front of her.

      He sidestepped around her and snagged his bag from the floor. “I don’t remember.” He didn’t sound convincing even to himself.

      “I think you do. You said today in the arena that you now understand that there are fates worse than death. I’ve never heard you talk like that before.”

      He shrugged. “War changes a person. That’s what this is—war. It’s the silent part. The unseen bubbles before the pot boils over and we line up troops on the battlefield.” He rubbed his chest. “With any luck, we’ll find all five orbs and the witches will end this.”

      “I pray so… if the goddess of the mountain is on our side.”

      He looked down at his hands. “I’m not sure the goddess of the mountain exists, and if she does, I’m certain she’s unwilling to intervene on our behalf. Circe told us as much. The gods can’t get involved. If we want change, it’s up to us.”

      Dianthe frowned. “We’re here, Sylas. We are doing what needs to be done.”

      He nodded once and slipped into the room, unable to face her a moment more with the lingering memory of his dream burning like acid in his brain.
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      Everything Dianthe had experienced with her mate the past couple of days churned in her brain. She narrowed her eyes at the closed door between them, a persistent thought niggling in the back of her mind. How much had they really talked about anything since she’d collected him from the Obsidian Palace? He’d spent weeks in the dungeon and months before that traveling the five kingdoms for the rebellion, yet when he came home, every discussion they’d shared had revolved around Aborella.

      They’d made love. They’d participated in things together as part of their community. But had they ever really talked since he’d been back?

      No, she decided. He’d never shared what had happened to him in that cell other than to tell him about Raven and his siblings. He’d told her plenty about Raven’s suffering, about how Nathaniel had rescued him, but the more she thought about it, she knew absolutely nothing about what had happened to him while he was there.

      All this time, she’d never even thought to ask. She’d been so wrapped up in her vision, curing Aborella, and defending her choice to do so. And he’d stayed away because of it. Now she wondered what types of horrors he’d experienced at his mother’s hand. Could the change she’d noticed in Sylas be more about him than about her?

      “Trying to move the door with your mind?” Tobias chuckled beside her. He was dressed in a sleek gray suit with braided detailing that somehow made his eyes seem bluer. Beside him, Sabrina arrived in a stunning mermaid dress that was the blue green of an exotic bird’s feathers. It complemented her red hair and green eyes perfectly.

      “By the goddess, you look smashing,” Dianthe said. “You haven’t a single nick or cut from your fight today.”

      “It’s the benefit of being a vampire. I heal quickly.” Her gaze roved to Tobias. “Where’s Sylas?”

      “Still getting ready.”

      “I hope he hurries. Our hosts should be here to get us in just a few minutes.”

      “How do you know?” There wasn’t a clock in the room, and she wasn’t wearing a watch.

      “It’s four hours until full sunrise. They’ll want to eat and socialize before they’re asleep for the day. I… Every vampire knows how long they have until sunrise.”

      Dianthe nodded, suddenly feeling an odd combination of both wired and exhausted. She’d been up most of the night, running on pure adrenaline. And now her mind was reeling with worries about Sylas. The urge to ask Tobias if Sylas had said anything to him about his time as a Paragonian prisoner was hard to deny, but this was between her and her mate. It wasn’t as important that she know what happened as it was that he trusted her enough to tell her.

      A knock came at the door, and Tobias opened it. The graceful three were back, still in their white dresses, ready to escort them to the banquet.

      Dianthe rapped on the bedroom door. “Sylas? They’re here. It’s time to go.”

      The door opened, and she thought her knees might give out. Dressed in a velvet jacket that was so dark blue it might have been black, Sylas watched her through slate-gray eyes that seemed to cut to her soul. His chestnut hair was tamed back from his face, and the white shirt he wore looked temptingly soft draped open at the chest. He was stunningly attractive, and for a moment she couldn’t find her voice. It was like she was back on Aeaea, seeing him for the first time at the meeting of the Defenders of the Goddess.

      “Am I wearing it wrong?” He frowned down at himself. “I don’t usually dress like this.”

      She shook her head. “No. I… You look very handsome.”

      “You make a striking couple,” Sabrina said.

      “Everyone ready to go?” one of the graceful three asked from the doorway.

      Dianthe slipped her hand through Sylas’s elbow. He tensed at her touch, but she held on as they filtered from the room.

      The banquet hall might have been one in any grand castle. The walls were lined with timber and decorated with stained glass windows backlit to appear like they were aboveground. Rows of tables filled the interior. A musical group played their stringed instruments in the corner. Dianthe followed their guides to the head table, next to the place clearly reserved for Demidicus. Sylas sat to his right, Sabrina to his left, and Dianthe and Tobias found their places next to them.

      Only when the tables were full did the master arrive.

      “You have my attention,” he said coldly. “Pray tell, what brings you here? Before the food arrives please. I hate to talk with my mouth full.”
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      Out of the corner of his eye, Sylas saw Dianthe grimace. Was she wondering what would be served at this banquet? She couldn’t drink blood, after all. And although he and Tobias, as dragons, technically could survive on the stuff, he’d prefer his food dead and cooked.

      But first things first. He’d happily go hungry if they got what they’d come for. “You are aware, Demidicus, that my brother Tobias and I are heirs to the kingdom of Paragon. We were raised in the mountain, and we know our mother better than anyone.”

      “It was a tragedy what happened to your older brother Marius. Everyone in the five kingdoms assumed you were all killed in that skirmish. Although recently I heard a rumor that it was Brynhoff who took you prisoner.”

      “Lies,” Sylas said. “Our mother was responsible for Marius’s death and exiled us to another realm to keep the crown for herself. She has always had an unmatched lust for power. Now she plans to force the other four kingdoms to swear allegiance to her crown.”

      “That’s a serious accusation, dragon. I don’t need to tell you that Paragon and Nochtbend have a long history of tensions, but our independence has never been a topic of conversation. I might even say that Eleanor wouldn’t dare.”

      “You haven’t noticed your taxes increase substantially?”

      He tipped his head in acknowledgment. “Our mining operation is quite lucrative. Paragon may be swimming in gemstones, but the gold and platinum used to mount them comes from Nochtbend.”

      “You’re a wealthy kingdom, that’s for certain, but surely you must have noticed you are keeping less for yourself.”

      Another tip of the vampire’s head.

      “It’s only the beginning,” Sylas said. “My mother’s plan is to become the sole ruler of the five kingdoms. She told me that once she’s conquered Nochtbend, she plans to force vampires to sleep aboveground in Paragonian dwellings.”

      Demidicus hissed.

      “She sees herself becoming the new goddess of the mountain. She doesn’t just want to rule, she wants to be worshipped.”

      “We will never bow to Paragon,” Demidicus stated unequivocally. “And Eleanor wouldn’t dare invade Nochtbend. We would drain her dragons dry.”

      Sylas felt a tap on his elbow, and Dianthe leaned forward. “Don’t you see? It’s why she burned Everfield. With the Obsidian Guard now occupying the Empyrean Wood, Nochtbend is surrounded on all sides by her troops.”

      His eyes narrowed. “The Guard has remained in Everfield?”

      “My home forest is crawling with them.” Her amber wings fluttered, and her skin glowed softly in the dim light. Demidicus’s gaze raked over her as if he were seeing her for the first time. Sylas had a sudden urge to remove the vamp’s head from his body.

      “It’s been centuries since we’ve had a fairy here.” His dark eyes turned hungry, his fangs growing long in his mouth.

      “My people prefer the sun.” Dianthe leaned forward a little more and her dress puckered, giving Sylas and the master a delicious view of her cleavage. That was it. He indulged in a fantasy of wrapping her in his jacket and carrying her back to their room.

      “So I’ve heard.” His nostrils flared. He dragged his eyes from her, turning his attention back to Sylas just in time to calm the jealous fury rising within him.

      “Even if I believed you, what do you expect from Nochtbend? We cannot openly support the rebellion, not with the tentative peace between our kingdoms.”

      Sylas shook his head. “I’m not asking you to. All we need from you is the orb on your scepter.” He pointed to the red crystal ball resting beside the master.

      Demidicus scoffed. “Now I know this is a joke.”

      “It contains a piece of a key that can be used to unlock a weapon with the power to bring Eleanor down. The witch queen of Darnuith divided the key and hid one piece in every kingdom. Her descendants have joined the Defenders of the Goddess. The three sisters can leverage the power the witch queen left behind to take back our world from Eleanor, but we need every piece to access it.”

      A shadow passed behind Demidicus’s dark eyes, and he leaned back in his chair. “I knew her, the witch queen. Her name was Medea. So many centuries have passed now that her memory feels like a ghost who haunts my heart.”

      Sylas glanced at Tobias, who looked just as confused as he was. He’d known Demidicus was ancient, but he hadn’t realized that Nochtbend was involved in any way in the witch wars.

      “It surprises you that we were once friends? Oh, there were many secrets then. In many ways, Eleanor and Brynhoff got lucky. Had Medea and Tavyss not craved peace, those two would have never gotten close enough to slay them.”

      He hadn’t known the details, but his mother truly was the most manipulative liar he’d ever met. Medea and Tavyss lost to her because they had souls. They had limits. They wanted to preserve lives. Eleanor had no such boundaries. The only thing Eleanor cared about was Eleanor.

      “You’d remember Medea if you’d had the chance to meet her. Magic surrounded her, filled her to the point it spilled over to an inch outside her skin. The day she came here, asking for my help, she made my heart beat.” Demidicus stared wistfully out across the hall.

      Sylas saw something in the vampire’s eyes he’d never expected. Demidicus loved Medea, as much as a vampire could love anything. It was all there in the way his face softened as he thought of her.

      “What did she ask of you?” Sylas asked.

      Demidicus’s eyebrow rose, and the corner of his mouth quirked. “She asked me to guard this”—he gestured toward the orb—“with my life. She said one day someone would come for it and know its purpose. I suppose that someone is you.”

      “Please. I understand that Nochtbend can’t risk getting on Eleanor’s bad side, but if you give us the orb, I promise you we will do our best to end her reign of terror for good,” Sylas said.

      The vampire placed his hand on the orb and left it there. “Hmm. Time to eat.”

      Servants flooded the hall with boxes of piglets. Squeals and screams echoed off the walls as the vampires captured their prey and bit into their dinner. Sylas glanced at Dianthe, who’d paled, her eyes fixating on a spot on the tablecloth. She looked like she might be sick.

      A cooked suckling pig landed in front of them. He appreciated the effort, but the thought of eating piglet after watching the bloody display in the hall turned his stomach.

      Demidicus waved away the live piglet that was offered to him. “I will give you the orb, but in exchange, I want to taste her blood.”

      “What? Whose blood?” Sylas narrowed his eyes on the vampire.

      The man’s dark gaze flicked up to meet his. “Your mate’s.”

      Sylas’s growl garnered the attention of the vampires nearest them, who hissed in warning. The din of eating in the room quieted by half.

      “Careful, dragon. Mind your manners or it will be more than the orb you leave here without, if you leave here at all.”

      “Do not threaten a dragon’s mate,” Sylas warned.

      “I did not threaten her. I only asked for a sip of her blood. You could extract it. I don’t need it from the vein. It has been three hundred years since I’ve tasted fairy blood. It tastes of sunlight, you understand. A delicacy for a vampire.”

      Dianthe tugged at his elbow. “It’s okay, Sylas. If it will get us the orb—”

      “You’d rather have dragon’s blood,” Sabrina said from his other side.

      “The champion speaks. What was that?” He flashed her a wolfish grin.

      “I said dragon’s blood is better. Have you ever had dragon’s blood?” Sabrina asked, her eyes sparkling as if she had a tightly held secret. She already knew the answer. Sylas vividly remembered Demidicus mentioning he’d never tasted dragon’s blood when they were in the arena.

      “Have you ever tasted dragon’s blood?” The master chuckled as if the idea was preposterous. “It is forbidden, an act of war between our species. I have lived a long time, child, but even I have never convinced a dragon to give me his blood, and I have never had the opportunity to take it.”

      She raised her eyebrow, her red hair falling in a curtain over one of her eyes. “Yes, I have tasted it. After all, I am mated to a dragon. You do know a dragon will do anything for his mate.”

      Demidicus’s gaze darted between them. He licked his lips.

      “A taste of dragon’s blood for the orb. Only dragon’s blood. You will leave the fairy alone,” Sabrina offered.

      “Done.” Demidicus’s answer came swiftly, his focus tightening on the couple as if he couldn’t quite believe Sabrina could pull it off.

      Sylas stiffened. His gaze locked on Tobias. Feeding a vampire their blood had always been strictly forbidden. Sylas hadn’t ever asked why it was forbidden. He’d never questioned it. Clearly some rules Brynhoff and Eleanor had taught them were simply folklore used to control them. Was this one of those rules, or was there good reason behind the warning?

      He’d seen the way Sabrina had changed after drinking Tobias’s blood. It definitely gave the vampires energy and strength. Was it wise to imbue the master with that privilege at the moment? Demidicus already enjoyed the upper hand in this negotiation. Why make him stronger?

      But Tobias reached for Demidicus’s glass, then held his wrist out to Sabrina. She bit into his flesh and nearly filled the goblet. The redhead offered the goblet to Demidicus.

      The vampire master snapped the orb off his scepter and excitedly turned it over to her. The exchange was made. Sabrina slipped the red crystal into the velvet cross-body bag that hung at her hip.

      Demidicus sniffed the goblet. His eyes sparkled with excitement at the scent. “I never thought…” He shook his head. Raising his glass to salute Sabrina, he drained the cup dry.

      Less than a minute later, Demidicus sagged against Sylas as if he were falling-down drunk. Tobias laughed and jiggled the vampire’s arm, using the touch to reposition him in his chair. The vampire could barely keep his head lifted.

      “Good blood,” Demidicus mumbled.

      “What’s wrong with him?” Sylas asked.

      Sabrina smiled. “Nothing. Dragon’s blood is intoxicating to vampires. A little is like a snort of cocaine. A lot knocks you on your ass.” She wrinkled her nose. “He’s had a lot.”

      Brilliant.

      Standing, she turned to the women in white waiting behind them. “We will go back to our room now.” They were led from the banquet hall, the master drunkenly murmuring his thanks toward their backs.
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      “This is exhausting,” Raven muttered. Her wrist ached from copying the symbols frantically while Avery drained the protective enchantment from the scroll.

      Across the table from her, Clarissa rubbed her wrist, similarly afflicted. They’d been at this for hours, and it wasn’t getting any easier.

      “We’re more than halfway there. We can’t give up now.” Clarissa pulled the elastic from her ponytail. The dark roots of her bleached hair had grown out since they’d left London. Between the tropical humidity and the magic she was doling out, her locks were caked in sweat. She ran her fingers through it, forming a messy bun at the top of her head.

      “Fuck, I need a break.” Avery rubbed her eyes and stretched out onto of one of the tables.

      “Go back to your tent,” Raven said. “You don’t have to sleep here.”

      But her sister was already snoring.

      Xavier pushed off his seat where he’d been observing them from the back of the tent and waved dismissively at Raven. “I’ll carry the lass,” he said in his heavy Scottish brogue. “She’ll sleep better with me beside her anyhow.”

      Avery snorted as he repositioned her in his arms and carried her from the tent.

      “We could try your translation spell on what we have,” Clarissa suggested.

      Raven shook her head. “We don’t know this language or how many symbols equate to a single word or thought. The little I read of it before was from when I’d translated the entire page. We don’t even know if it’s meant to be read left to right or up and down. Without the entire text, I can’t guarantee the translation would be accurate.”

      Clarissa sighed. “Tomorrow is another day.”

      Raven gave her a hug before hurrying back to her own tent for a much-needed break. She swept Charlie from Gabriel’s arms and planted a firm kiss on her cheek. “How is my baby?”

      Gabriel grinned. “Wait until you see what our baby can do.”

      Raven’s eyes widened, tears pricking the edges. “I missed something else?”

      Charlie’s development was unlike anything she’d ever witnessed in a human child. When she hatched from her egg, she was already the size of a six-month-old with wings like a cherub’s that could almost lift her off the ground. Now she’d grown to the size of a one-year-old who could pull herself up on the furniture with the help of her wings.

      Gabriel insisted all that was perfectly normal and that her development would likely accelerate until she shifted for the first time into her other form. Dragons, he explained, were usually born in their dragon form and then transformed into their soma or human-looking forms at some point. It was different for everyone. That’s when their rings appeared.

      Charlie didn’t have a ring and had never looked like a dragon. Her wings were also far different than a typical dragon’s. But dragon development, along with what she remembered about human development, was all they had to go on. The only certainty was that Charlie was one of a kind.

      “Show me,” Raven said.

      Gabriel sat down on the rug at the center of the tent and grabbed a coconut from behind him. “Sit, like me.”

      She did, spreading her legs and seating Charlie on the floor in front of her. The baby waved her hands excitedly.

      “Do you want the ball, Charlie? Ball. B-ball.”

      Raven’s heart turned into a puddle in her chest at the sight of her oversized husband making baby talk. But what happened next melted the rest of her. Charlie put her lips together and said, “Ba, ba, ba.”

      Gabriel rolled her the coconut. She squealed in delight and rolled it back to him.

      “My God, Gabriel, she can practically say it. She definitely understands what it is. And look at her push it back to you.”

      “Our daughter is extremely bright,” Gabriel said. “Just like her mother.”

      Raven turned serious. There was something she’d been meaning to ask Gabriel, and she’d put it off long enough.

      “According to the prophecy, isn’t Charlie supposed to be a weapon? Months ago, Tobias warned me that the child of a dragon and a witch could flatten cities.”

      Gabriel scowled. “Folklore. Brynhoff demonized the witch queen of Darnuith and her dragon mate. He murdered their unborn child along with the queen. It would make sense that he’d spread rumors that their progeny was a monster, otherwise the other four kingdoms might denounce what he’d done.”

      “But do you think there’s any truth to the prophecy? Obviously we three sisters are playing a role in bringing Eleanor down. We hope to bring an end to Paragon as we know it. That part is true. And if that part of the prophecy is true, then maybe…” She stopped short. If Charlie had any deadly power, she would have done something to protect them from the sea monster that almost tore them apart. She was probably worrying over nothing.

      “Our daughter is not a monster.” Gabriel rolled the ball back to Charlie. “Besides, we won’t know what magical talents she might have or not have until after she shifts for the first time.”

      “Not have? Do you think it’s possible she has no power?”

      “Her wings are different, Raven. And she was born looking more like you than me. It isn’t unheard of for dragons to be born in their soma forms, but much more commonly, they look like whelps, er, baby dragons. They look like this after their first shift. Will she have the ability to make herself invisible?” Gabriel shrugged. “We’ve seen hints that she’ll be able to breathe fire. What magic will come naturally to her? We won’t know until she’s older.”

      Everything was changing. It was like Raven was standing in the middle of a river, time rushing by her. Already Charlie was growing and changing at an alarming rate. Raven could only speculate what she’d become when she grew up. That was much farther down the river. The hard part was enjoying the temperature of the water right where she was. How could she stay in the moment and enjoy every second of her baby’s existence when every day brought her closer to something big, something that could change everything? How did she enjoy where she was when something big and dark was careening toward her at a high rate of speed?

      Charlie giggled and patted the ball.

      “Can you say mama?” Raven cooed at her daughter, kissing the top of her head.

      “Ma. Ma,” Charlie said with some effort, her huge blue eyes blinking up from a face framed in downy white curls.

      “Oh goddess, she said it!” Raven swept her up and kissed her chubby cheek.

      Gabriel grinned proudly. “As I said, our daughter is absolutely brilliant.”
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      Aborella hated Eleanor. The emotion came from a deep well of pain and regret that she sank deeper into every day and night she spent in this infernal cell. Other than her visions, all her magic had been drained from her. The sun hadn’t touched her skin since Eleanor had arrested her. Her normally dark purple complexion had faded to lavender. She was sick. Weak. Underfed. And the empress was to blame.

      “I am losing my patience, Aborella.”

      “Unchain me and I’ll help you find it.” Aborella’s head snapped to the side as Eleanor’s palm shot out and connected with her cheek.

      “My men have sifted through all the ash in the Empyrean Wood. There is no box. There are no documents.”

      “I must have been mistaken. Visions are open to interpretation. Maybe the buried thing was metaphorical.”

      Fury rang through Eleanor like a bell and her claws raged forward. Slashing talons sliced Aborella’s wing asunder. Intense pain stabbed through her back into her heart, stealing her breath. Her eyes spread wide. When she finally succeeded in sipping air into her lungs, all she could do was scream. Aborella was no stranger to pain, but this was intolerable. Her back pulsed and bled, her torso burned. Her stomach tried to empty itself, but there was nothing inside her. With the chains shackling her, there was no way to turn for comfort.

      “My wing,” she sobbed. “You took my wing. How could you?”

      Eleanor pressed the bloody wing against the wall across from her, tore a nail from the wooden windowsill, and spiked it through the wing and into the wall. Aborella’s sobs intensified at the cruelty. She’d be forced to stare at the missing wing as she suffered from its loss.

      “You took my wing,” she cried through gritted teeth. “You evil fucking bitch!”

      Eleanor whirled, her frame looking bonier and more angular than ever. Her black eyes bore into Aborella, and her red lips pulled back from her teeth. “Tell me what the rebellion is up to, Aborella, or I will take the other wing. And once I’ve taken your wings, I’ll take your limbs, one by one. We already know you can survive it. I will take you apart like an insect.”

      “Go fuck yourself.”

      Eleanor’s talons shot from her knuckles again, and Aborella cringed against the wall, away from her reach.

      “I’ll tell you what I know.” Aborella squeezed her eyes shut. She was truly the lowest form of life now, no better than a worm plucked from the soil, but she simply could not stand any more pain. She was weak. She admitted it. Eleanor had won. She’d broken her spirit.

      “Well? Start talking.”

      Aborella stared down at a smattering of her blood across the stone as she spoke. “There are five orbs, one hidden in each of the kingdoms. The rebels are trying to find and collect each of them.” Aborella leaned her good side against the wall and curled into a ball.

      “Why? What do these orbs do?”

      “They were created centuries ago by Medea, the witch queen of Darnuith. Each one contains a piece of a key. If all are collected, together they form a way to unlock a hidden vault that contains the most powerful grimoire known to have ever existed.”

      Eleanor grew suspiciously silent. Aborella peeked at her to find her statuesque, perfectly still, as if in total and complete shock. What had she said? Something had triggered the empress. She’d even stopped breathing.

      “Is it the golden grimoire?”

      Aborella swallowed. She hated herself for this. “I did see a book bound in gold. My vision did not tell me it had a name.”

      “I have searched many centuries for this book, Aborella.” Eleanor paced to the other side of the room, suddenly jittery and anxious. She rubbed her hands together. “This grimoire could change everything. It is imperative we find it before the rebels do.”

      “No one can find it without the keys,” Aborella explained. “And the rebels already have at least one. The orb that was hidden in Rogos.”

      The hiss that tore through Eleanor’s teeth was nothing short of deadly. “Why did you not tell me this before?”

      “I did.” Aborella looked her in the eye so that she could see the truth in her expression. “Back in my ritual room, I told you I saw rebels near the sacred pools of Niven. You didn’t believe me. My vision of Everfield was also a misinterpretation but was truthful. The rebels were there, searching for the orb.”

      The empress started to tremble, her skin bubbling as if she might shift at any moment. “Where are the rebels now, Aborella? If they have not returned to Aeaea, that means there’s a chance we can intercept them and take the orbs for Paragon.”

      Aborella pressed her fingers into her eyes and prayed to the goddess of the mountain that Dianthe, Sylas, Tobias, and Sabrina—the four from her vision—had not lingered in Nochtbend. She’d held off on sharing this vision for as long as she could. She hoped it was long enough that the four had found what they needed and gotten out of there. If not, her next words would be signing their death warrant. Forgive me, Dianthe.

      “They’re in Nochtbend,” Aborella said. “The orb is on the scepter of Master Demidicus. The four rebels are attempting to convince him to part with it.”

      Eleanor growled, likely with the realization that she’d seen that scepter with Master Demidicus for centuries. She could likely picture the orb in her mind. So close and she’d never recognized it for what it was.

      “You’d better not be lying about this. I will not be pleased if this is another wild-goose chase.”

      “I have told you everything, exactly what I’ve seen,” Aborella cried softly. “But I am too weak. If you would free me, I could—”

      Without a word of comfort or a goodbye, Eleanor strode from her cell and locked the door behind her, leaving Aborella to bleed in the dark room with nothing to look at but her own wing.
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      Although Dianthe was tired to her bones, she had to speak to Sylas. The nightmare he’d had, the fear and pain—yes, she was sure it was pain she’d seen in his eyes—rattled her spirit. There was something he hadn’t shared with her, something that had changed him. Along with that cryptic comment about fates worse than death, all the clues seemed to point to something bigger under the surface. He’d treated her differently since his escape from Eleanor. The question was, why?

      She had to find out what had happened to him. Her marriage was at stake. Their bond was eternal, but their relationship, their intimacy, could be neglected and destroyed. No one ever promised her forever would be easy. If they didn’t find a way back to each other soon, she wondered if they’d find themselves loving each other from a distance. It certainly seemed like things were headed that way.

      “Let’s try to get a few hours of sleep,” Sylas said once the white sisters had returned them to their suite. “We’ll head toward Aeaea late morning.”

      Tobias and Sabrina hastily agreed to that plan and disappeared into their room.

      Dianthe met Sylas’s gaze and held it. “We need to talk.”

      “If you don’t want to sleep next to me, I can make a bed out here.” He nodded his head toward the couch.

      “Who said I didn’t want to sleep next to you?” Dianthe took a tentative step toward him.

      “I want to give you your space. I don’t want to smother you.” The word smother came out with an edge, like it tasted bitter on his tongue.

      She took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “I shouldn’t have used that word. I’m here. I’m making my own choices. You aren’t smothering me or keeping me from anything physically. I’m sorry I grabbed for that word when I was angry. I didn’t mean it.”

      All the light drained from his gray eyes, replaced with frustrated sadness. “Then what did you mean? Because I’ve been trying my damnedest to figure it out for days.”

      She thought hard about what she wanted to say. “Before you left… before you were captured, you were my partner. I always felt you valued what I had to offer, both to our marriage and to the resistance. You always said that you and Colin couldn’t do what you did without me.”

      “I value you. I never said I didn’t value you—”

      She held up a finger. “Something has changed. You had our bags packed and a boat for Aeaea ready, as if you expected the attack from the Obsidian Guard. Did you know Empyrean Wood would burn?”

      “No, I didn’t know.” He made a face like the thought disgusted him. “Do you think I would have kept that to myself when I could have spared so many?”

      “It’s unlike you, but then why was the bag packed?”

      He took a deep breath. “Aborella left. I didn’t trust her. I never trusted her.”

      “You didn’t trust me.”

      He groaned and rubbed his face with his hands. “I’m too tired for this tonight.”

      “I’m too tired not to do this tonight. I’m exhausted from this tension between us. I want my mate back.”

      “Then just forgive me for trying to keep you safe. I’m a dragon. It’s expected.”

      “This is more than that. If it weren’t for Colin, you never would have let me come on this mission. You allowed yourself to be eaten rather than trust that I could fly faster than a worm could climb. You tried to stop me from saving Tobias and Sabrina from the water sprites. Why don’t you admit it—?”

      “Admit what?” he snapped.

      “Something happened to you. Something terrified you, and the reason you are obsessed with keeping me safe, the reason you wanted Circe herself to underestimate me and keep me under her protection, is because it horrifies you to think the same thing could happen to me!” Her loud whisper floated around Sylas and then dissolved in ripples like a drop in the ocean. As soon as she said it, she knew she was right. This wasn’t just being protective. This was fear. This was a terror so strong he’d actually sacrifice their relationship to save her from it.

      His throat bobbed on a swallow, and then his lashes fluttered. Suddenly he looked thinner, his skin sallow. “Can we just go to bed?”

      She spread her wings, bathing him in a faint glow. Closing the gap between them, she leaned forward and whispered in his ear in her most sultry voice. “I will never turn down going to bed with you.”

      It was as if she’d waved a red flag in front of a bull. His expression changed, his gaze filling with a deep, hungry need as if he’d been bleeding out and she’d offered him a tourniquet. He grabbed her face roughly, just shy of hurting, and crashed into her. This was no soft request. His lips were demanding, their breaths coming in gasps between long, deep, violent kisses.

      He grabbed her dress as if he might tear it from her body. She slithered out of it before he could, not wanting him to ruin the piece of art. Totally naked and glowing brighter with her excitement, she led him into the bedroom and closed the door.

      “Goddess, I need you, Dianthe.” He dug his fingers in her hair, brought the ends to his nose, and breathed her in.

      She’d taken far too long to decipher what was going on with him. She’d torn him down. Built walls. Dug moats. It was time to strip away everything and just be them, together, naked and alone. Only from that could she rebuild.

      “You have me,” she whispered. She reached for the ties on his pants and pulled them down around his ankles. He was rock-hard. His massive erection reached for her. She took him in her hands, eliciting a deep purr from his inner dragon. His mating trill. Music to her ears.

      He kicked his pants aside and removed his jacket and shirt as if the garments were on fire. His breath had quickened, but then so had hers. They’d been together for so long, but something about this moment made her feel like this was their very first time. She felt raw, needy. Her stomach flipped with nerves.

      There was a slight tremble to her hand when she pushed him down onto the bed and crawled up his body. Their eyes locked. “You have me,” she repeated.

      Slowly she lowered her head and slid her lips over his cock, taking him deep into her throat.

      His breath caught, and he grabbed the headboard. “Dianthe. Oh goddess.”

      She swirled her tongue over the blunt head and sucked him deeper again. Her tongue curled around his shaft. As she stared up his body, all she could think was that her husband had definitely been carved by the gods. He was all hard peaks and shadowed valleys, the lean musculature of his arms and shoulders nothing short of intimidating. His size positively dwarfed her. But on his back, with his cock buried in her mouth, he was all hers.

      Finding a rhythm, she licked and sucked until his groans of pleasure made her reach between her own legs to ease the hot ache that had started there. Her nipples puckered with her need for him, and she arched her back and worked him faster. The sight of her pleasuring herself put him over the edge. With a howl, he emptied himself down her throat.

      She rose above him, still stroking herself as he trembled beneath her from the aftershocks of his orgasm. When his eyes focused on her again, they were glowing red, and the heat his body was putting off made her skin flush.

      Hello, dragon.
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      Nothing existed in that moment but her. Sylas watched Dianthe stroke herself, her knees straddling his legs, and felt completely full for the first time in what felt like forever. There had been a giant gaping hole in the general region of his rib cage, an aching that she’d filled with her unwavering attention. When was the last time they’d had this?

      His inner dragon coiled tight inside his body, rippling under his skin. He was ready again, and she was the only one who could soothe his inner fire. He grabbed her by the hips, spreading his wings and lifting them both off the bed. In one slick thrust, he entered her. He wasn’t gentle, but Dianthe didn’t seem to mind. Her mouth came down on his like hot rain. He was drowning in her, wrapped in her dark, lanky limbs. Her embrace, her arms, her legs, her core—it was the only thing holding him together.

      Forgetting himself in her was the only thing that mattered.

      Her wings fluttered as he landed on his feet at the end of the bed, supporting her with a firm grip on her luscious ass. Her light washed across him, across the bed, her sweet-as-honey scent filling his lungs. Where did he end and she begin? He’d forgotten long ago. His knees bent and his hips matched her thrusts as she started to move. In this position, clinging to him, her legs and arms squeezing tighter to gain purchase, their thrusts became an exercise in deep movements, small but effective. Gravity pulled her closer. Passion brought him to the edge.

      He whirled and lowered her onto her back on the bed, rejoining the rhythm. Goddess, she was beautiful beneath him. The most beautiful female who had ever or would ever live. Why did she love him? How had he gotten so lucky as to have her for his mate?

      With a cry of ecstasy, she arched beneath him, her head thrown back, her inner muscles milking him. He gave her everything, their mutual pleasure rising to a crescendo that reached through his soul. He was tissue paper and her light had shone through him, driving out the darkness if only for a moment.

      Minutes later, once they’d both come back into themselves, conscious of the world again, he fell onto his side and pulled her back against the length of his body. Curled around her, his lips met her ear. “I love you, Dianthe, with everything I am and everything I will ever be.”

      She glanced over her shoulder at him. “I love you too. Always. No matter what this secret is…” She shook her head. “Whatever you see when you close your eyes, it’s never going to change how I feel about you. We can move beyond it. We can face it together when you’re ready.”

      He kissed the side of her jaw and closed his eyes. He most certainly wasn’t ready. There was so much shame wrapped up in the memory, layered with pain, weakness, vulnerability. Some of it he understood. Some of it he was only now coming to understand.

      He gripped her tighter, his hand forming a fist between her breasts. The garnet ring that held his magic winked at him in the dim light. All the darkness she’d banished from his soul snapped back like an overstretched rubber band and he trembled.

      “It’s okay. I’m here,” she said sleepily.

      He waited for the dark, crawling feeling to pass, but it didn’t, and when her breath came evenly in his arms, he decided he had to tell the story. She was likely asleep and wouldn’t hear him anyway. He’d speak the words. Maybe it would lighten this weight burdening his soul.

      “Our mission started years ago with one and only one goal—recruit enough members to the Defenders of the Goddess that the rebellion would have a fighting chance against the Obsidian Guard.”
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      Dianthe used all her faculties to remain absolutely still. She did not respond when Sylas began to speak. Like a skittish animal, Sylas, she sensed, needed her to remain calm. If she kept her eyes closed and her breath even, with any luck he’d keep talking.

      “Colin and I agreed that he’d go to Rogos and live among the elves with the goal of finding rebels among the populace there. We already had representatives from all the other kingdoms, but Rogos has always maintained its neutrality. Their scribes had chronicled the history of the five kingdoms for centuries. Colin wanted to convince them—well, any he could find that admitted disloyalty to Paragon—we needed to act.”

      Dianthe remembered that. She didn’t know the details of their plan, but she’d played a part in the general idea of it. She’d also okayed Sylas’s rise to power within the Defenders of the Goddess during Colin’s absence.

      “While Colin was in Rogos, I assumed his responsibilities as ARO—Aeaea Red Zone One, the ultimate leader of the resistance. After firming up our support in Everfield over the following months, I traveled here to Nochtbend. That’s why people here know me. Vampires have never had an affinity for dragons. Our peace has been tentative at best. Although Demidicus would deny it publicly, he was loyal to Medea during the witch wars and hates Eleanor. Over the course of the following months, I brought more vampires than ever onboard. Only when my presence started garnering the attention of the Highborn representatives, loyalists to Paragon, did I leave and travel to Darnuith to meet with the witches.”

      This part Dianthe was less aware of. Oh, she’d known he’d have to go to Darnuith, but the witches there were notoriously secretive. They had to be, considering their history with Paragon. Aside from dragons, witches were the most powerful beings in the five kingdoms. To say they were dangerous would be putting it mildly.

      “It took me months of living with a local innkeeper named Zander to gain the trust of their citizens. He was serving as DBO, Darnuith Blue Zone One, an officer in the resistance, and helped me get a foothold. Together, we grew the resistance in Darnuith to unprecedented levels. Once I revealed my true identity, I felt like the entire kingdom was on our side.

      “After so much success, I was on top of the world. By my estimation, the Defenders of the Goddess had a following almost large enough to coordinate a true challenge to Eleanor. I even succeeded in creating a black market for goods moved between Everfield, Nochtbend, and Darnuith to avoid detection by Paragon and the Highborns. The Obsidian Guard couldn’t raid or tax what they didn’t know existed.”

      Dianthe could hear the pride in his voice. She remembered those days. He’d stopped home regularly to let her know he was safe. Meanwhile, she’d kept appearances up, participating in the community and passing correspondence to fairy rebels right under their Highborn representatives’ noses.

      “By the time I journeyed to Hobble Glen in Paragon, I was overconfident. I’d been recruiting for almost two years. I had a list of people Colin had worked with in the past and took up residence at the Silver Sunset, disguised as a barkeep. At first everything was fine. We were growing. Many of the older dragons are concerned that Eleanor is recruiting younger and younger dragons for the Guard, some of whom have disappeared without a trace. Fighting in the pits has become more deadly as well. When I lived in the palace, I never heard of any dragons dying during a fight. Now it is almost commonplace, especially among the young ones.”

      He paused and Dianthe worried he might not go on. It was all she could do not to say something. But she was afraid if she did, she’d scare him from sharing any more anyway. She forced herself to wait and listen.

      “There was a rumor,” he whispered finally, “that Eleanor was collecting the blood of the dragons who died in the pits and using it in her dark magic.”

      A chill spider-walked up her spine and curled at the base of her neck despite the heat radiating from his body. She couldn’t suppress the tightening of her muscles as her stomach churned at the thought, but thank the goddess, Sylas kept talking.

      “Initially, I thought the rumors were inventions born of hate and a passion for freedom. Then one day, Aborella walked in the front door of the Silver Sunset. I was disguised, but she looked right at me and ordered a drink. I should have known something was amiss. I should have aborted my mission that very minute. But when she left without any indication of recognizing me, I pushed my luck. The Obsidian Guard arrested me that night. They raided the Silver Sunset and dragged me from my bed.”

      This time she couldn’t resist running her hand up the arm he still had wrapped around her and threading her fingers into his. She kissed his knuckles.

      “I wondered if you were awake.”

      Turning in his arms, she snuggled into his chest. “Please don’t stop talking. I need to hear it all.”

      His heart beat fast against her ear. This was hard for him. How painful must a memory be to cause a dragon’s pulse to race at the mere thought of it?

      “They tortured me, Dianthe. Eleanor and her fucking new sidekick, that bastard Ransom who took over for Scoria. They starved me. Shocked me over and over with their batons. Cut off chunks of my flesh. I wouldn’t tell her a thing about the rebellion.”

      She swallowed down a need to vomit. If he knew how much this upset her, he might stop. She needed him to keep going.

      “After—I don’t know how long it went on, it felt like forever—she took me into her ritual room.” He’d started to tremble, and she held him tighter. “Eleanor performed a spell using blood magic, the blood of dragon children I would come to find out, to remove my ring. I lost all my power, even my ability to spread my wings. She stole my inner dragon.”

      Dianthe’s thoughts stuttered, the idea a crushing pain in her chest. “H-how is that possible? It would kill you! It would be like stopping your heart.”

      “Dark magic. Painful magic. Goddess, Dianthe, it hurt, hurt like you wouldn’t believe. It felt like my soul was torn in two. And then she threw me in the dungeon and forgot about me. I’d still be there if Nathaniel hadn’t come along and used his magic to free me and restore my ring.”

      “Oh my goddess.” Dianthe circled his neck with her arms. “I should have done more to try to rescue you. I should have formed a task force from the DOGs.”

      “Did you even know?”

      She frowned and pressed her forehead into his chest. “Not initially. Not until word reached me through the underground, and that was only days before you called me to you. But I should have known. I should have seen it. It had been so long since you’d been home. I had a feeling something was wrong. What good is being a seer when you can’t always see the futures of the ones you love?” It had always been thus after her first visions of her mother’s death. Her talent seemed to avoid her closest personal connections. The unfairness of it burned behind her breastbone.

      “You didn’t know.” He kissed her forehead. “And there was nothing you could have done. She’s too strong. But Dianthe, that’s why when we learned it was Aborella in that grave, Aborella you were healing, I couldn’t be part of it. Not after what she helped do to me.”

      “I thought you just didn’t believe in my vision. I mean, I understood you hated her. We all hated her. But I didn’t know it was personal.” Her heart grew heavy and her stomach twisted under the weight of emotion that flowed into her. She thought at first it was guilt, but she didn’t feel guilty for trusting her vision and healing Aborella. She felt guilty for not paying closer attention to the mental health of her mate. She hadn’t stopped to think how what she was doing was affecting him. What she thought was guilt carried the heaviness of grief, of lost opportunities, missed conversations. In retrospect, she should have handled it differently, should have listened to him and guarded against the possibility that Aborella would turn on her.

      “She is as evil as they come. And now she’s back in Paragon, healed, working for the empress, and with a hell of a lot more information on the rebellion.” The tone of frustration and what she now recognized as fear that lined his voice made her heart ache.

      Dianthe swallowed her pride. “I see it now. I shouldn’t have trusted her, vision or no vision. I’m not sorry I trusted myself or my vision, but we could have done it in a different way. I could have disguised myself or healed her in another location. I shared too much. I trusted her too fully. I should have listened to you, Sylas, if for no other reason than you are my mate. You have a say in what goes on in our home. Please forgive me for that. My visions have never been wrong before. I still can’t believe it. I was so sure.”

      “I forgave you a long time ago.”

      “But you still don’t trust me. You still question my abilities and my visions.”

      “No.” He released a heavy sigh. “Dianthe, I just framed it that way because I wanted you to stay in Aeaea. I didn’t care about the mission. I didn’t care that you were the right person to retrieve the Everfield orb. All I cared about—all I still care about—is keeping you out of my mother’s clutches. For the first time since we started with the Defenders of the Goddess, Aborella knows who you are, and she’s most certainly told Eleanor. They know I was the leader of the rebellion. They know that I would do anything for you. For the first time, you have a bull’s-eye on your back that’s never been there before. That’s why I wanted you to stay in Aeaea, not because I don’t believe in you or your abilities.”

      “The bull’s-eye has always been there. Since before I knew you. I was a seer for the rebellion, and at any time I might have shown up in Aborella’s visions or been found out by Paragonian spies. Yes, she knows my name now and where we used to live, but knowing me makes it harder for her to see me. Just as it makes it harder for me to see her. This political game we’re playing, there’s nothing safe about it. I’ve always known what I was getting myself into. If I die doing this, it will be for a worthy cause.”

      “Don’t say that. No cause is worthy enough, and I will not survive it. You’re my very soul, Dianthe. The only thing left that matters.”

      “Then I guess you must continue to save me when I get into trouble.” She smiled and kissed him under his jaw.

      “Do you forgive me for the things I said?” He stroked the hair over her ear. “I embarrassed you in front of Circe. I’m a total ass.”

      She wrapped an arm and leg around him and squeezed him to her. “I forgive you. I don’t want to fight anymore. Let’s just agree that whatever we do from now on, we do it together. We take care of each other.”

      He reached over her and dragged the edge of the blanket over her shoulder and his, wrapping her in a cocoon against him. With a kiss to her forehead, he said, “Agreed. We’ll save each other. Now sleep. Once we’re back in Aeaea, I plan to keep you awake late into the night making up for lost time.”

      She curled into him, positioning her cheek on his chest. “Sounds like heaven.”

      Sleep came for her quickly, wiping out all thoughts of Paragon, the rebellion, and even Aborella.
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      Heaven. Sylas was in warm, sleepy heaven, wrapped around his mate and back in her good graces. She still carried his scent from their lovemaking. Like a brand, it perfumed her skin. Mine. His inner dragon stretched sleepily inside him, completely at ease with the current situation.

      He had no idea what time it was, but he guessed late morning. He’d awoken on his own, feeling refreshed and ready for the day, but dragons needed far less sleep than other creatures. His fairy mate, for instance, was still far off in dreamland.

      Dianthe released a cute, high-pitched snore, and he pulled the blanket tighter around her before scooting out from under her and dressing quickly. He’d let her sleep a little longer. It would give him a chance to discuss plans for the trip home with Tobias. Sylas pulled on his boots and slipped out the door of the bedroom.

      The sounds of dogs barking reached him. He held his ear to the door. The barking came from a distance and through earth and stone, but he could make it out if he focused his dragon senses. It had to be the hellhounds at the gate. Their baying was as good as any security alarm.

      “Do you hear that?” Tobias charged into the sitting room, closing the door behind him. “Is that the hellhounds?”

      “It must be daylight by now,” Sylas said.

      Tobias nodded. “Sabrina has been out like a light for several hours already. It’s late morning. I’d guess around noon. What do you think is going on topside?”

      A knock came on the door. Sylas opened it to find Ruthgard, unsteady on his feet, in the hallway. “Help.”

      “What has happened?” Sylas asked.

      Ruthgard blinked like he was struggling to keep his eyes open. “Raid. The Obsidian Guard is here.”

      Tobias caught the vampire as he toppled over. He looked back at Sylas. “Let’s go see what’s going on.”

      Sylas carried Ruthgard to the front entrance. The hounds were deafening there, along with the screams of their victims. Ruthgard woke up long enough to unlock a command center full of scopes. “These will allow you to see around the palace.” He flopped face-first onto a cot near the back of the room. “Must sleep.”

      “Fuck,” Sylas said.

      Tobias groaned. “It’s noon. Even for Sabrina it’s hard to stay awake at full sun. For these full-blooded vamps, it’s next to impossible. They’re at their most vulnerable. They can force themselves awake for a few minutes but nothing more right now. If Ruthgard isn’t mistaken and the Obsidian Guard is here, it’s no accident. Mother is attacking at Nochtbend’s weakest.”

      Sylas swung a leg over one of the chairs and brought his eyes to a scope labeled Forest. “Ruthgard isn’t mistaken. Mountain have mercy, Grimtwist is crawling with guards.”

      “That’s not even half our problem.” Tobias motioned to Sylas to look into the scope marked Gate.

      “Fuck.” Sylas watched his mother stride into the cave, surrounded by guards who were beating back hellhounds with silver prods. Uniformed bodies lay motionless under growling canines, but the soldiers had the dogs outnumbered. Eleanor had reached the gate, and her fingers sparked with magic. “They’re raiding Nochtbend? At high light? It’s an act of war!”

      Tobias frowned. “Someone ratted us out. One of the vampires from last night or, fuck, maybe Zaruki. Eleanor must suspect we’re here. If she finds us, she has cause for the raid. If she doesn’t, she’ll say she had reason to believe we were here. It’s exactly what she wants. A chance to intimidate Nochtbend and possibly catch us in the process, all while the vampires can’t fight back.”

      “Warded by a witch,” Ruthgard murmured sleepily. “Can’t get in.”

      Sylas exchanged glances with Tobias. Their mother’s power was far stronger now than any of them understood. She would make it through that door, and the vampires would be helpless against her and the guardsmen until nightfall.

      The sound of an explosion came from the front gate. Tobias checked the scope. “She’s not through yet, but that’s not going to hold.”

      Tobias gripped the neck of Ruthgard’s shirt and shook. The vampire’s lashes fluttered. “Is there any other way out of here other than the front gate?”

      His brows arched sleepily. “Worm tunnels.” He yawned.

      “Where?” Sylas demanded.

      “Behind the arena.” They released the vampire, and he curled onto his side. “Avoid the hornworms.”

      Sylas met his brother’s eyes. “Fuck,” they said in unison. Nothing else was spoken. They ran for the room and their mates.

      “What’s going on?” Dianthe asked as soon as they opened the door. She was dressed and packed. Sabrina was too, although the vampire appeared to be sleeping in one of the chairs.

      Sylas threw his pack onto his back. “We’ve got to go. Now. The Guard is here. They’re raiding Nochtbend.”

      “What?” Dianthe gasped in disbelief, but there was no time to waste. He took her hand and led her toward the arena, Tobias following with Sabrina in his arms. They passed behind the stadium and under the seats. He breathed a sigh of relief when he found a crude tunnel carved into the mud off the west end of the palace.

      “What is that smell?” Dianthe raised her hand to her nose and mouth.

      “Worm shit,” Sylas said.

      She gaped at him in unmasked disgust.

      “Believe me, it’s worse from the inside.” He tried to flash her a slanted grin to lighten the mood, but she wasn’t having it.

      “Are you saying we need to go through the worm’s lair to get out of here?”

      “This is the only way,” he said, “other than the main gates, and those are teeming with guards. Oh, and my mother… who came herself.”

      “Eleanor is here?” Now Dianthe’s expression filled with fear. “Aborella must have tipped her off!”

      “It’s the only explanation. This is tantamount to declaring war. She wouldn’t risk it if she didn’t think we were here.”

      Dianthe’s face twisted, but she moved forward, her boots making a suction sound with every step. “Brave face and onward. I’d rather face the worm than your mother.”

      Sylas smiled. The fairy expression “brave face and onward” was something teachers in Everfield usually said to fairy children who didn’t want to practice their numbers. He found his wife’s use of it incredibly endearing.

      “If we weren’t knee-deep in shit, I’d take you in my arms right now,” Sylas said.

      She passed him a pitying glance. “If we weren’t knee-deep in shit, that would be romantic.”

      Tobias groaned. “Wonderful to hear that you two have made amends, but we have a decision to make.” He paused at a branch in the tunnel. “Right or left?”

      But Sylas never got to answer because at that moment, Dianthe toppled.
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      Dianthe welcomed the vision like an old friend. She hadn’t realized until then how much her soured relationship with Sylas had been affecting her sight. The energy flowed into her unfettered. It flooded her with awareness until her skin prickled with energy. She knew how far they were under the earth. She knew exactly where the hornworms were. She could feel the Obsidian Guard like a dozen pinpricks of light, populating the woods above their heads.

      Sylas caught her before she hit the floor of the tube. Thank the goddess. The last thing she wanted was to fall face-first into festering worm shit. The vision was so strong all her muscles had seized, even her lungs.

      When she came out of it, she gasped, pulling the foul air deep into her. “I know the way.”

      Sylas positioned her back on her feet. “You had a vision?”

      “A strong one, Sylas. My sight is back, stronger than ever. I can lead us out of here.”

      He kissed her thoroughly until Tobias cleared his throat. “Again, congratulations on your reconciliation, but a little help here.”

      “Left,” Dianthe said.

      After they’d walked for some time, Tobias broke the silence. “I thought you couldn’t have visions about yourself. How is it you had this one?”

      She could hear the worms moving past them in alternate tunnels above and beside theirs. It gave her the creeps, but she kept going, navigating the way she’d seen in her vision. “It’s not that I can’t see a future with myself in it, it’s that the closer something is to me personally, the harder it is to see. I don’t have an emotional connection to these tunnels, so it really isn’t that surprising I can see the way through them, but it would be rare for any seer to see herself fall in love, have an accident, or even die. Which means even though I can see which way to go, it’s very possible I wouldn’t see myself being eaten by the worm. Visions of a personal nature are extremely rare.”

      “Hmm.” Tobias adjusted Sabrina in his arms. “That’s inconvenient.”

      “Agreed.”

      The entire tunnel rumbled, and a piece of mud fell from the ceiling between them—a worm passing over them. Dianthe shivered. Screams followed the rumbling sounds.

      “I think the worms have developed a taste for dragon,” Sylas said, looking up toward the surface. “I hope the poor thing doesn’t get a black-and-red uniform caught in its teeth.”

      Dianthe grunted. “Am I imagining it, or can you hear the crunch of bones?”

      “You’re not imagining it. I fear those men didn’t think to shift as I did. How much longer?”

      “This way.” Dianthe hung a sharp right and climbed a ramp of rising earth into a dense clump of trees. She looked both ways. “We’re alone. I don’t see any guards.”

      Sylas took her hand. “You did it,” he whispered, then planted a kiss on her cheek.

      There it was. The way he used to look at her was back, but she didn’t think it was because of the worm tunnels. The way he looked at her, it was like somehow, last night, they’d healed each other. The doubt was gone, but then it hadn’t actually been doubt at all. It was fear. And last night they’d made a pact to protect each other. He was her partner again. Whether through their physical connection or their emotional one, after Sylas had shared his secret, all the walls between them had crumbled into dust. How could she have ever believed they were insurmountable?

      “I suppose I owe both of you another note of thanks for saving my life yet again,” Tobias whispered.

      “Both of us?” Sylas shook his head. “I can’t take the credit for this. Dianthe showed us the way out. If it had been me leading the way, we’d likely be worm fodder. And she was the one who saved you from the sprites as well. I can’t take credit for that one either.”

      Tobias’s low chuckle came over Sabrina’s sleeping body. “No, I mean from before, how you warned the rest of us that Eleanor was coming to London with the shadow-mail candle.”

      Dianthe exchanged a glance with Sylas, who shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. How would I know Eleanor was in London? It’s true Nathaniel gave me a candle, but I have never used it.”

      Tobias looked utterly confused. He adjusted Sabrina in his arms, and she released a broken snore. “The shadow-mail candle that Nathaniel gave you was used. Someone sent Nathaniel a message that said, ‘She’s coming. Run.’ That’s why we all left for Aeaea together when we did. Nathaniel assumed the message came from you. He said you told him you’d be there.”

      Dianthe watched the exchange between the brothers, trying to remember what the shadow-mail candle even looked like. “It wasn’t me,” she finally said, shaking her head. “I don’t even know what a shadow-mail candle is.”

      “The silver candle I brought home after Nathaniel rescued me. I kept it on the bookshelf.” Sylas tipped his head in her direction. Everything about that emotional time was a blur. They’d spent so little time together with Aborella in the house.

      “Our bookshelf? I hardly remember it.” She tried to picture it in her mind and couldn’t.

      “What are you saying? If neither of you sent it, who did?” Tobias squinted. “That message likely saved our lives. Nathaniel received word from his oreads that Eleanor had all but destroyed Mistwood Manor looking for Charlie. They missed us by a matter of hours.”

      Dianthe could not imagine who had sent the message or how they’d accessed the candle until a thought wrapped around her heart and squeezed. All the blood seemed to drain from her face, her cheeks growing cold, and she felt like she might be sick. “It was her.”

      Sylas shook his head. “Her who?”

      “Aborella.”

      Tobias made a noise like a snort. “That would be the day. Why would Aborella warn us Eleanor was coming? She’s helping Eleanor.”

      A strange tingle started at the back of Dianthe’s skull. “No, she’s not. She’s pretending to help Eleanor, but she’s really helping us.”

      Dianthe’s vision had shown Aborella helping the rebellion. How she would help was open to interpretation. “It was her. I know it was,” Dianthe said. “My vision wasn’t wrong, Sylas. She went back to Eleanor, but she hasn’t been helping her; she’s been thwarting her.”

      Tobias shook his head. “No way. That fairy is evil to her core.”

      “No one else had access to the candle. She must have taken it. She must have sent the warning.” Dianthe was sure now. She’d been right about Aborella. She’d just misinterpreted the details.

      Sylas gave a slow and reluctant nod. “It would explain why the Obsidian Guard raided the Empyrean Wood instead of coming directly to our cottage. Eleanor probably knew a fairy had helped Aborella but didn’t know who. Perhaps her spies saw her leave the kingdom.”

      “Eleanor must have sent the Guard to search the Empyrean Wood rather than Solaris Field based on a false tip from Aborella,” Dianthe said. “She’s telling Eleanor half-truths, bringing her close to her goal but not close enough to be successful. Even her attack on Aeaea was late. Eleanor came herself. If she’d had time to plan, she would have brought the Obsidian Guard with her.”

      Sylas winced. “The night Aborella left and I confronted her about possibly joining the rebellion, she said something that has always confused me. When she was about to leave, she said, A seer is never wrong, but a picture only shows part of the story.” A low growl rumbled in Sylas’s throat. “I hate being wrong about this, but I have to admit it’s possible. It makes sense. She is the only one who could have used the candle.”

      “But the Obsidian Guard is here now,” Tobias pointed out. “If your theory is true, how does Eleanor know we’re here?”

      “When I saw Mother at the gate, Aborella wasn’t with her,” Sylas said. “When was the last time you saw Eleanor do anything without her? She used to bring her everywhere.”

      Understanding dawned as if the light was shining directly on Dianthe’s face. “Aborella is a powerful seer. Her visions are usually of the future,” Dianthe said. “She would have seen us collecting the orb from Demidicus last night. The fact that Eleanor is here today and not yesterday means Aborella is delaying information. Maybe she thought we’d be gone by now. Maybe…” Dianthe closed her eyes as if she were in pain. “I have a terrible feeling about this. If Aborella isn’t here with Eleanor—”

      Dianthe’s eyes rolled back in her head and her body went stiff. She felt Sylas steady her.

      “She’s having another vision.”

      Images flooded her mind, and she rattled them off as they came to her. “Silver wings nailed to a wall. Blood. Aborella in chains.” Tears cut trails down Dianthe’s cheeks. “Oh goddess. I see her. I see her, Sylas. Eleanor is torturing her. Aborella is trying to help us, but she can’t hold out much longer. It’s too painful. She’s a prisoner in the palace.”

      Dianthe snapped out of it. Sylas’s face had gone pallid and slack, horrified. All at once, she sensed he was back in Eleanor’s ritual room. His mother knew how to cause pain. If she was torturing Aborella the way she’d tortured him, the fairy would eventually crack or she’d die. Dianthe cradled his face. “Come back to me. I’m here. You’re okay.”

      He blinked rapidly at her. Some of his color returned.

      Tobias cringed. “I can’t bring myself to feel sorry for Aborella, but even I know we can’t leave her in the palace if this is true. Aborella is a strategic weapon. She may be trying to help us, but her visions are still deadly in Mother’s hands. Eleanor will use her magic to wring every last drop of information out of the fairy. The resistance needs to either abduct her or kill her.”

      Kill her! Dianthe couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “My vision was accurate. Aborella is on our side. We can’t leave her in Eleanor’s clutches. We have to try to rescue her!”
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      Dianthe understood that what she was asking of Sylas was too much. After what he’d told her the night before, intentionally journeying to the Obsidian Palace to try to rescue the fairy who’d enabled his torture wasn’t likely to suit his fancy. But everything inside her told her it was the right thing to do. Tobias was right—Eleanor could and would use Aborella like a weapon. How long could the fairy be expected to withstand that kind of torture?

      As expected, Sylas shook his head. “I agree that leaving Aborella in Eleanor’s hands is risky. She is a weapon, and Mother has a way of forcing others to do her will. But we don’t have the firepower to get her out. We’re not ready to face Eleanor.”

      Dianthe’s eyes narrowed as her brain turned over a new idea. “There is one way.” He wasn’t going to like this, but she had to say it. “We know exactly where Eleanor is at the moment, as well as the majority of the Obsidian Guard. She’s here, herself, and she’s going to search every corner of the Palace of Nightfall trying to find us.”

      Tobias grunted, then turned deadly serious. “She’s right, Sylas. This is possibly the only time you’ll ever have a chance of getting in and out alive. If Eleanor is here, she would have left only a skeleton crew behind. I can’t believe I’m suggesting this, but maybe we should send Dianthe and Sabrina to Aeaea with the orbs and try to rescue Aborella while we can.”

      Sylas remained silent for a long moment, his face impassive. Dianthe waited for him to decide. Would he risk entering the Obsidian Palace again? If they waited, it would be too late. The opportunity was now.

      “No,” he said.

      Dianthe’s heart sank into her stomach. That was that. They’d all be going back to Aeaea.

      “I think you and Sabrina should take back the orbs. Dianthe and I will get Aborella.”

      What? Dianthe couldn’t have heard him correctly. Did he say he wanted to go with her?

      “Dianthe can see what’s coming, and Aborella trusts her. Our chances of success are better together. Return to Aeaea and tell the others what has happened. If we’re not back in twenty-four hours, we’re either dead or imprisoned. Do what’s best for the rebellion.” Sylas adjusted his pack on his shoulders as if it had just grown a tad heavier.

      Tobias scowled. “What’s your plan for getting through the wards?”

      Dianthe thought for a moment—she didn’t need a vision to guess what might work. “We can steal one of the mountain horses while the guards are distracted inside. They all have the seal of the palace on their bridles. If we disguise ourselves, I bet we can pass through the gate undetected.”

      The way Sylas looked at her was a cocktail of fear and admiration. “It’s possible.”

      “All we need is possible,” Dianthe said softly. With any luck, it would be enough.

      Sylas took his pack off his back and dug out the Everfield orb. He added it to Tobias’s pack for him, alongside the red orb from Nochtbend. “Will you be okay?” He tipped his head toward Sabrina, still sleeping in his arms.

      “I’ll use my invisibility and fly her out of here, as far as I can go. We should be fine once I put a few miles between us and the Palace of Nightfall. We’ll travel all night. Should be back on the island by daybreak tomorrow.”

      Sylas slapped Tobias’s shoulder. “Good luck, brother.”

      The blond dragon shook his head. “You too. You’re going to need it. I don’t need to tell you what you are about to try is certifiable.”

      Dianthe waited for Sylas to deny it or at least respond with a snappy retort, but he simply nodded in agreement. Tobias turned invisible, and a rush of air brushed over her as he took to the skies. Sylas took her hand.

      “Are you sure about this? He could be right, you know,” Dianthe said.

      He gazed down at her, his face unreadable. “He could be. But I trust my mate. She’s a powerful seer, and her instincts are rarely, if ever, wrong.”

      Warmth bloomed behind her breastbone, and she threaded her fingers into his. “I can’t tell if you truly believe that or if you’re simply trying your best to, but either way, I love you for it.” She pressed her lips to his.

      “I love you too. More than you could ever know.”
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      Getting into the palace proved easier than Sylas had expected. Eleanor had left her home poorly guarded. Sylas wasn’t sure what to think of that. Either she was so haughty as to believe no one in the five kingdoms would dare invade Paragon, or she’d used her magic to set a trap for anyone who dared. As he rode past the checkpoint at the gate, he couldn’t help but think they were mice heading for the cheese, unaware of where or when the deadly snap would come.

      He waved to the boy in the guardhouse. Boy was the only word for the youngster who barely filled out his uniform. Disguised as a random guardsman he’d seen near the mountain horse they’d stole, Sylas was relieved when the youth didn’t stop him or ask any questions. With one hand on Dianthe’s waist, he kept her invisible, but it meant holding the reins at an odd, uncomfortable angle.

      An experienced guardsman might have noticed. Dragons lived in a world of magic and illusion, and Paragon’s soldiers had once been trained to question anything out of the ordinary. But that was when Scoria was doing the training. The now deceased captain of the Guard had been a force to be reckoned with. It appeared Ransom was far less regimented with his men. Perhaps he didn’t need to be, considering Eleanor’s significant gains in power.

      “We need to go on foot, through the gardens,” Dianthe whispered. “I saw her imprisoned in the back tower.”

      Sylas dismounted outside the stables and helped Dianthe to the shelter of a nearby hedge. “I can’t leave the horse. It would be a dead giveaway that something was amiss. Wait here. I’ll be right back.”

      “Be careful, Sylas.”

      He almost laughed at that. If anyone was in danger, it was her, who would be without invisibility until he returned to her. He kissed her lightly and then walked the horse into the stable and found an empty stall. With a bit of effort, he pried the seal of the palace off the horse’s bridle and tucked it into his pocket. He couldn’t pass up a chance to steal a free pass into the palace for the resistance.

      He removed the bridle and saddle as a guardsman would, but just as he was leaving the stall, a young girl dressed in red and black appeared in front of him. Stable girl.

      “You’re back early. Has Nochtbend fallen so quickly?” The girl stared at him with far more suspicion than the boy at the gate.

      “No. I came back to perform a task for the captain.”

      “What task is that?” she asked brazenly.

      He narrowed his eyes. Clearly the girl was smart. What would a guardsman say to such an inquiry? “Mind your own business,” he said gruffly, “and do your job.” He thrust the saddle into her hands and tossed the bridle on top.

      He heard her grumble as he exited the building, but she bothered him no more. He found Dianthe where he’d left her. Relief filled him as he took her hand in his and they both blinked out of sight.

      “Everything go okay?”

      “For now,” he whispered. He gestured toward the stable. “The stable girl is going to ask questions the minute she has someone to ask them of. Let’s get this over with before we have more company.”

      She led him through the gardens and around the back of the palace, a substantial hike considering the place was built into the side of a mountain. But he followed her without comment. He trusted her. Was proud of her and her abilities. As much as the silent wraith of fear threatened to take control from the dark recesses of his mind, he held it at bay. They’d made a choice together to come here, and he planned to see it through.

      “Here.” Dianthe pointed up to a small window in the side of a tower near the back of the palace.

      He scanned their surroundings, then did some quick logistics in his head. “That’s the back of my mother’s ritual room.”

      Dianthe closed her eyes. “I’m sorry. I know this is hard for you, but I saw her there. I saw her chained.”

      The temptation to ask her if she was sure was almost unbearable, but he knew she wouldn’t say it if she wasn’t. Now he was afraid. This was the one place he’d hoped to avoid.

      “That’s where she did it.” His voice caught, and he held up his ring by way of explanation. “Her ritual room.”

      Dianthe cupped his face in her hands. “You can wait for me here. My vision showed her alone. I can try to get her myself.”

      He shook his head. “No. We said whatever we did, we’d do together. I won’t let her do that to me. I won’t let her win. I’m facing this.”

      “There are no winners or losers here, Sylas. It’s natural you wouldn’t want to go back there.”

      He met her gaze and held it. “I’m going.” Even as he said it, it felt like he was standing on a cliff and leaning over the edge. His stomach waited for the drop.

      She nodded. “Our packs aren’t going to fit through that window.”

      He shrugged out of his, then helped with hers. He stacked them between the shrubbery along the side of the palace.

      “Ready?”

      He gave her a nod. Hand in hand, they flew straight up to the narrow window. As they closed in, he wondered if he’d fit through the opening, but it was wider than it looked from the ground. With one firm kick, he knocked in the glass, then slipped inside, into the dim interior.

      Dianthe landed behind him, still clutching his hand. He looked around to see if it was safe to drop their invisibility. The room was empty except for a heap of gray leather in the corner. No, that wasn’t leather. His eyes adjusted to the dim light, and what he saw chilled him to the bone. He wished he could save Dianthe from this, but she’d already seen it in her vision.

      Still, her face, once she’d taken in the room as he had, showed a range of emotions. He supposed the smell hadn’t come through in her mind’s eye. This prison smelled of death, and its contents reeked of things worse than that fate. It stank of blood and dark magic. He very badly wished to leave immediately. But that was Aborella, chained and skeletal in a heap near the wall, and those were her wings, rotting across from her. Was she even alive?

      He dropped their invisibility, and his mate released his hand. Dianthe strode around him and crouched next to the fairy’s body.

      Hesitantly, she laid a hand on her shoulder. “Aborella?”
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      Aborella squeezed her eyes shut and tried to ignore the scent of fresh air, lavender, and honey that had reached her nostrils. At first she thought she must be dreaming. She prayed that she wouldn’t wake up. Once she was sure she was awake, she thought the scent had been brought about by Eleanor’s dark magic. It reminded her of Dianthe, and she feared if she opened her eyes, Ransom would be standing there with her friend’s head dangling from his fingers. What a cruel trick to play on her. Remind her of a happy memory, then wake her and let her find she was still in hell with her wings rotting, hanging from a nail in the wall.

      “Aborella?” a soft voice whispered to her.

      Now she was hearing Dianthe. The smoky scent of dragon mixed with the lavender. Strange. She sniffed for Eleanor, but there was no new tang of blood and dark magic. Unable to resist any longer, she opened her eyes.

      Dianthe and Sylas stood in front of her. Goddess, the illusion was good. Tears ran down her cheeks at the sight. Was this magic, or was she hallucinating? She couldn’t tell anymore what was real. Not for sure.

      “I’m going to get you out of these chains,” the hallucination of Dianthe said. “Sylas, I need your help. Her waist is raw and her back…” Dianthe’s breath hitched. That’s exactly how the fairy would sound if she saw the raw meat that was her back.

      “Are you real?” Aborella asked her. Dianthe looked real. Sweat beaded on her lip, and her eyes were terribly sad. Aborella wasn’t sure even the best magic could produce such a sophisticated likeness.

      “Yes, Aborella. I’m here. We’re going to help you. We’re going to get you out of here.” Dianthe reached out and touched her face as Sylas broke the chain that held her to the wall, then went to work on the manacle welded around her middle.

      They were real! She had to tell them—before Eleanor came back—she had to make sure Sylas and Dianthe knew how sorry she was.

      “I tried to warn you,” Aborella rasped through parched lips. “I sent my bird, my familiar Abacus, with a note warning you that Eleanor’s spies had seen me in Everfield. But that snake Ransom shot her down. My message didn’t make it to you. He found it and then she suspected me.”

      “It’s okay, Aborella.” Dianthe stroked the side of her face, her voice as soft as a feather. “There will be plenty of time for you to tell us more once we’re somewhere safe.”

      “She knew I’d been in Everfield,” Aborella said again. “I didn’t know about the raid until after it happened. I didn’t see it coming. I think I was too close. I never told her your identity. She tortured me, but I didn’t tell.”

      Sylas’s gray eyes met hers, and she thought she saw pity there. She didn’t deserve his pity. She’d done horrible things to the dragon. To all his siblings.

      “I saw the orbs. I saw your mission. I tried to keep it from her, but…” She closed her eyes and shook her head. “My wings. She took my wings.” She saw Dianthe’s gaze dart to the wings shriveled and hanging on the wall across from her, and the horror she saw reflected in her eyes brought the trauma back in full. More tears slipped down her face. She was too weak to wipe them away.

      “You had to tell her something.” Dianthe swept her tears away for her. It broke Aborella’s heart. So much undeserved kindness.

      “I tried to lie. I tried to delay. Somehow she always knew. There was so much pain.”

      “I understand,” Dianthe said.

      This time Sylas spoke. “Your plan worked. She didn’t catch us, and we have the orbs.” The band around her waist finally broke, and Sylas tossed it to the side.

      “Can you stand?” Dianthe asked. “Sylas will fly you out of here. We’ll go out the window.”

      Aborella gave her best effort to get to her feet. In comparison to Dianthe’s, her arms and legs looked skeletal, and her normally purple skin had turned gray. She dismissed a swell of embarrassment at her appearance as she swayed on her feet. Overuse of magic, underfeeding, lack of light—they would have been a fatal combination for any fairy who didn’t have the benefit of a dragon’s tooth.

      Sylas reached for her, but she held up a hand.

      “Wait. There is something I must tell you. I know where the Paragonian orb is.” Aborella wanted to escape. She wanted to leave immediately, more than anything. But this was the only chance for the Defenders of the Goddess to get that orb, and she owed it to Sylas and his siblings to help them.

      “Where?” Sylas asked.

      She raised her eyebrows. “All this time, it was right under our feet. We had no idea. No one remembered the history. No one cared.”

      Dianthe held her shoulders, steadying her. “What did you see?”

      “The location wasn’t in my vision, but when I saw what it looked like, I remembered. It made me laugh actually. All that power… the key to the thing Eleanor wants the most… right under her feet.”

      Sylas’s brow furrowed in agitation. “Where exactly is it, Aborella?”

      Aborella laughed until she coughed from the effort. “It’s in the mosaic.”

      “The mosaic in the veranda? Here in the palace?” Sylas exchanged glances with Dianthe at the revelation.

      “The witch queen had quite a sense of humor. She bribed the artist commissioned to create the crest: a dragon wrapped around a fruit tree. If Eleanor had known the queen at all, she would have suspected she was behind the artwork. Medea, the witch queen of Darnuith, had met Tavyss, Eleanor’s brother and the true heir to the kingdom of Paragon, in the Garden of the Hesperides. The garden is known for its golden apples. All those years I stepped over her legacy, her last jab at Eleanor. The empress passes over it every day, never knowing that a piece of the key to what she seeks, what she has sought for hundreds of years, is right there for all to see.”

      Now Sylas’s eyes widened, and Aborella felt the intensity of his stare. She trembled in his presence. Truly, she was so weak, and she deserved to die at his hand.

      “Sylas, you’re scaring her,” Dianthe whispered. “Aborella, we won’t hurt you. We’re going to get you out of here. We just… this is a lot to take in.”

      “You say the orb is in the mosaic? Like, it’s part of the picture of the dragon wrapped around the fruit tree?” Sylas clarified.

      Aborella nodded. “It’s gold. One of the apples hanging from the tree. They all look identical at first glance. But one is the orb.”

      “By the Mountain.” Sylas swore. “And you say Eleanor is looking for the orbs as well?”

      Aborella sighed. She was so tired. So weak. How she wished she could just fall asleep. “She’s looking for the book. The golden grimoire. She’s been searching for it for Hera for centuries. Those orbs hold the key to reaching the book. It’s here on Ouros, and if Eleanor finds it, she will use it to kill the goddess of the mountain.”

      “I heard her say that before, when I was her prisoner.”

      “I couldn’t believe the depth of wickedness to her plan. Hera has been helping her. The goddess of the mountain is currently in a deep sleep thanks to their blood magic. Hera promised that if Eleanor finds the book and uses it to kill the goddess of the mountain, Hera will raise Eleanor to take her place. Eleanor will become a goddess.”

      Dianthe covered her mouth with one hand. “She’s insane.”

      Aborella sighed. “You might think so, but there are forces at play here even I don’t understand. I know her, Dianthe, probably better than anyone. Eleanor has dabbled in magic that is slowly killing her. Evil magic. Blood magic. It’s the type of magic one might learn from a god. Don’t dismiss her as crazy. She is mad, but her madness is fueled by a dark and terrible truth.”

      “Should we try to get the orb while Eleanor’s gone?” Sylas asked Dianthe.

      His mate closed her eyes but shook her head. “I can’t see it.”

      “I can,” Aborella stated. “You must retrieve the orb now or it will fall to Eleanor.”

      Sylas stared at her and stroked his chin. She knew what he must be thinking.

      “I hurt you. Worse, I helped Eleanor hurt you in unimaginable ways. I am sorry, Sylas. I am not the same fairy I once was, thanks to your mate.” Her eyes shifted to Dianthe. “I’m telling you the truth.”

      “It will be faster if we fly around the outside of the palace. I’ll have to carry you.”

      As soon as she agreed, Sylas swept her into his arms. Aborella winced as the stubs of her wings brushed against his arms. But then Sylas stepped into the sunlight and the heat of the afternoon baked her skin. She closed her eyes and moaned.

      “Am I hurting you?” he asked.

      “No,” she said. “Go now. We’re running out of time.”
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      They had to move fast. There was no other choice but for Sylas to carry Aborella. She had no wings to fly, and he wasn’t about to let her out of his sight. Even as weak as she was, she was too powerful to allow to fall into enemy hands. He stopped short of actually trusting her. Not yet anyway. Oh, he believed she’d changed as much as a person could, but he wasn’t ready to put his or Dianthe’s life in her hands.

      He wasn’t sure he could ever forgive her for what she’d done to him and his family, not entirely. Her wicked magic was behind Marius’s murder, and she’d tried to kill Raven and her sisters, along with other serious crimes. Her actions were beyond overlooking no matter how much she repented. But he could and would treat her humanely, and he’d trust Dianthe’s judgment about her visions.

      He slipped out the window and around the palace to the grand veranda. Keeping three people invisible required concentration and a drain of power and magic. He was relieved there was no one there when he landed on the mosaic of the dragon and the fruit tree. The jeweled floor twinkled up at him. Funny how things came back to you. He remembered playing here as a child, the stones smooth and colorful under his bare feet.

      A configuration of black diamonds formed the body of the dragon, its topaz eyes staring out of the floor for all eternity. The artist had created a curled red tongue from red rubies. Brown agate and emeralds formed the tree the beast wrapped around, and in the tree was perfectly round golden fruit. They might have been apples or some otherworldly variety he’d never tasted. But they were all large, round, and gold. Why had he never noticed how strange they were, perfect round crystals rather than constructed of pieces of jewels like the rest of the mosaic? Now that he knew what was hidden there, they stood out as laughably obvious.

      “Which one?” he asked Aborella.

      At her prompting, he set her on her feet, and she lowered herself to the floor, crawling across the picture and resting her hand on each golden fruit. “I need to feel it,” she murmured and closed her eyes. “This one.” She pointed to the bubble of gold crystal closest to the dragon’s head.

      Sylas focused on the one she’d selected. There it was—the inner light, the swirl of bubbles within. If you weren’t paying attention, it would look like a trick of the light, simply an unusual sparkle in a faceted gemstone. And who really paid attention to the floor they walked over every day? “It’s like a universe trapped in glass.”

      “Sylas?” Dianthe pointed over his shoulder.

      From their high vantage point, he could see over Hobble Glen, all the way to the river that divided Paragon from Nochtbend. There was definitely a formation of black and red crossing the river. The Obsidian Guard was coming home.

      “The suns are descending. She’s retreating from Nochtbend before the vampires wake.” Dianthe gripped his arm.

      “If she’s in Nochtbend at sundown, Demidicus will hand her her ass. She’ll have thousands of vampires draining her troops dry.” He sprouted talons from his right hand. “Stand back.” These orbs were supposed to be indestructible, right? Sylas was about to test that theory.

      Dianthe helped Aborella clear out of the way. Sylas jumped and brought the full weight of his fist down on the mosaic. The floor shattered into pieces, coming apart at the masonry that held it to the obsidian. He used his talons to pry up the orb. “Got it. Let’s get the packs and go.”

      “I’m not sure we should bother with those packs,” Dianthe said. The guard had picked up speed and was riding hard toward Paragon.

      Sylas shoved the orb into Aborella’s hands and swept her into his arms. “Hold on tight to me, Dianthe. I’m going to move fast. I can only keep the three of us invisible for so long, and we need to get through that gate before the troops arrive.” He showed her the seal of the palace he’d stolen off the horse’s bridle. As long as he could keep them invisible, they should have no problem slipping through the wards.

      She gripped his hand. “I’m with you.”

      They took off together, soaring over the grounds and slipping past the guardhouse, then veering behind Hobble Glen. By force of instinct, he headed toward the hills on the edge of Everfield.

      “No, Sylas. We can’t go to Everfield. She’s stationed troops there,” Dianthe said.

      Exhausted, Sylas dropped his invisibility and swerved in the only direction left to take. He flew east, toward Darnuith, into the black mountains.

      The moment they crossed the border, snow and wind howled into them. There was a reason Sylas had avoided coming here until he had no choice. The borders of Darnuith were protected with magic that made it always winter. A magic spell intentionally rendered the environment unbearably cold to strangers. It wasn’t long before he felt Dianthe struggling to fly.

      “My wings are freezing,” she yelled over the gale-force winds. Her wings were icing over. Much longer and they would freeze entirely, and then she’d come crashing down.

      “We have to land.” He dropped to the snowy mountainside and gathered her into his arms. They didn’t have the gear for this weather. Aborella rested, helpless, in one arm, and Dianthe pressed herself against him, desperate for his warmth. He wrapped his wings around both of them.

      “We need to find shelter,” Dianthe yelled. “Someplace to warm up until we can figure out what to do.”

      He searched the mountainside. The suns oozed lower behind the mountains. Aborella didn’t even have shoes. “It’s been a long time since I was here. We’ve got no warm clothing or gear, I’m too tired to fly us out of here undetected, and the nearest rebel safe house is in Mistcraven, which is at least a ten-mile hike at altitude through icy terrain.”

      Aborella’s eyes loomed large inside the shelter of his wings, her grip firm on the orb. He regretted laying things out as grimly as he had. She looked like she hadn’t eaten a proper meal in days and was a filthy, bloody mess. Although there was nothing but terror in her expression, she didn’t say a word, just hugged the orb to her chest as if she trusted he would not abandon her as long as it was in her grip.

      Sylas had long hated Aborella, and his empathy was far thinner than his mate’s even now. But he had to admit to some sympathy for her. What Eleanor had done to her was dark indeed. He knew better than anyone that it would be a punishment she’d carry with her for the rest of her life.

      “I don’t suppose you could fly us to Mistcraven without invisibility?” Dianthe leaned into his side, looking drawn.

      “You’d freeze to death before we got there. I can’t keep my wings wrapped around you and fly at the same time.” Dragons were impervious to cold, but fairies were not.

      She groaned. “Our choices are a ten-mile hike huddled together like narwits in mating season or a potentially suicidal jaunt over the mountain into Everfield where the Guard might be waiting for us?”

      “I’d prefer door number three if there is one. Fire up that second sight.” Sylas looked at her expectantly.

      Dianthe took a deep breath. “I’ll do my best.”
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      A vision was not something she could demand from the universe. It wasn’t owed to her. For Dianthe, seeing the future was like a biological function. It happened regularly, like a heartbeat, and just the same, happened in its own time.

      Still, there were ways she’d found to welcome or hinder her sight. As she had at Solaris Lake, she closed her eyes and relaxed her shoulders. Breathing deeply, she visualized a light branching outward with a million bright and welcoming hands. I am here and I am ready. She opened the cage of her mind, sprinkled the birdseed, and waited.

      It worked. A vision rammed into her, sending her eyes rolling back in her head. She watched the images unfold one after the other. By the time she came back into herself, she had what they needed.

      “There’s a cabin.” She pointed east. “An old hunting cabin, less than a mile from here. There’s a woodburning stove, and I saw us eating.”

      He landed a kiss on her forehead, lifted her, and broke into a jog in the direction she’d pointed. They reached the small log cabin in minutes, just as the suns set and a fierce snowstorm moved in.

      Dianthe pulled open the door and saw the room exactly as she’d pictured it. While Sylas placed a barely conscious Aborella on the sofa and covered her with a dusty blanket, Dianthe did her best to start a fire in the stove. There was dry wood, thank the goddess, and a tin of matches. In no time, the small space began to warm.

      Sylas came up behind her and wrapped a fur blanket around her shoulders.

      “Where did you find this?”

      “At the end of the bed.” He placed a kiss on her cheek. “You’ve saved us again.”

      The wind and snow picked up outside the window, howling against the walls. She started opening cupboards. “Don’t thank me so quickly. I don’t see the food or drink my vision promised.”

      Sylas frowned. “Aborella is resting. She’s very weak. Any other fairy—”

      “She’s survived worse.”

      “With the help of a zum zum tree and an apothecary of healing herbs.”

      A dark, cold feeling overcame Dianthe, and she pressed her hand into her chest. Grief and loss seized her as if they’d been waiting in the wings for a sliver of an opportunity to take over. A soft mewl escaped her lips.

      “I don’t think the loss will ever get easier.” She wiped away a stray tear. “It could take hundreds of years to regrow that forest. Even if the fairies sprout new oaks, maples, and redwoods, do you think there are any zum zums left? They were already so rare.”

      Sylas frowned. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to reopen the wound.”

      What could she say? The wound had never closed to begin with.

      Three hard knocks interrupted their conversation. Sylas flashed her a worried look and crept toward the door. He peeked out the window, squinting into the storm.

      At once his eyebrows shot up and his mouth widened into a grin. “The rest of your vision has arrived.”

      “Excuse me?”

      He threw open the door, and Nathaniel, Clarissa, Avery, and Xavier entered, laden with supplies.

      “Bloody hell, it’s a blizzard out there,” Nathaniel said. “If I’d had any common sense before coming here, I’d have lost it to frostbite while waiting at the door.”

      “Aye, pure Baltic. ’Tis cold enough to scare yer skin right off yer body.” Xavier gave Dianthe a friendly nod. “Gud thin’ for Avery I’ve fire in my blood or she might not ’ave made it.”

      “What are you doing here?” Dianthe asked happily.

      Avery shook the snow from her hair and walked to the fire. “Nathaniel, Clarissa, and I used magic to teleport us here once Sabrina and Tobias told us what happened. We thought you’d probably need our help.”

      “How did you know where we were?” Sylas asked.

      “Nathaniel’s cards,” Clarissa said. “His tarot cards were screaming not to leave you to your own devices.”

      “Mum isn’t the only one with a bit of magic,” Nathaniel said.

      Clarissa spread her hands. “It takes three witches for this type of portal, so we all had to come.”

      “And I go where Avery goes.” Xavier pointed his chin at his beloved.

      “Raven sends her love. It was too risky for her and Gabriel to leave with Charlie,” Avery said.

      “Colin was in a sweat over splitting up the three sisters, but given the possible scenarios, this one was the least unfavorable,” Nathaniel said. “The resistance needs both of you. Be prepared for a proper chewing out upon your return. It was very stupid doing what you did.”

      Dianthe looked around the room, which had quickly filled to the brim with dragons. She could cry from the relief. She’d had no idea what she and Sylas would have done tomorrow if they were on their own.

      “Speaking of what you did, were you successful?” Clarissa asked.

      Without even thinking about it, Dianthe had moved in front of Aborella when the others came in. The injured fairy was curled beneath a blanket in the corner of the sofa, and up until that point, no one had seemed to notice her. Dianthe moved aside now to reveal the fairy whose skin was an awful shade of gray, her silver eyes looming too large in her starved frame.

      “By the Mountain, you’ve got her,” Nathaniel said, the same way you might comment on the successful trapping of a rat. His mouth twisted in disgust. Avery reached for the hilt of the sword on her back. Dianthe held up a hand, stepping between Aborella and the others.

      “It’s not what you think. She’s helping us. Sylas, show them.”

      Sylas retrieved the orb from the place he must have put it after setting Aborella down and held it up between them. In the candlelight, a cogwheel, a piece of the key, floated in a milky wave of twinkling stars.

      “Good God,” Nathaniel said. “You’ve found the fourth orb.”
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      In her vision, Dianthe hadn’t seen the others arrive, only a bright light, a feeling of warmth, and a table laden with food. Now the vision made sense. The others had brought provisions, including a cauldron of beef stew that they warmed over the stove, along with several bottles of strong wine. Before long, the cabin filled with laughter and merriment. She ate and drank late into the night, detailing her adventures with Sylas in Everfield and Nochtbend. They also told the others everything they’d learned from Aborella, who said very little but ate well.

      After dinner, each of them found a place on the bed or the floor to take their rest. They’d polished off a fair amount of wine, and it wasn’t long before Dianthe slipped into happy oblivion. She wasn’t sure exactly what woke her—she’d been having a wonderful dream about flying through the Empyrean Wood in the heart of summer—but she opened her eyes to see Aborella staring out the window. Dianthe took a moment to come back to reality, pushing aside the grief and disappointment that her forest home was indeed still gone, then slipped out of Sylas’s arms and approached her.

      “Can’t you sleep?” Dianthe whispered, trying not to wake the others.

      Aborella blinked at her. “Seeing your friends, I am reminded of my greatest regrets. I’ve done some horrible things, Dianthe. Things for which I can never make amends.”

      Dianthe rubbed the sleep from her eyes. “No one can take back what is done, but you can do the right thing going forward. You’ve already started. You’re helping us.”

      Wistfully, Aborella stared out the window. “The suns are rising. Can you feel it?”

      “In my blood, yes.” All fairies did. Even though the black mountains still blocked their rising light, she could feel the sunrise in her veins, anticipation of the day zinging through her.

      “It’s pure joy to be free. I can’t wait to feel their warmth on my skin. Thank you, Dianthe. Thank you for coming for me. Thank you for being my one true friend.”

      “There’s still time for you to make other friends.” Dianthe tried to be positive. She didn’t like the look on Aborella’s face. “Once people get to know you, how you’ve changed, some may forgive you. Some may become friends with time.”

      “I’ve had another vision.”

      The way she said it, almost absently, gave Dianthe a hollow feeling. Not exactly sad, but empty, resolved. Whatever Aborella had seen weighed heavily on her soul.

      “What of?” Dianthe asked.

      Drawing in a deep breath, Aborella turned to her again, her face brightening. “It has to do with the three sisters. I wonder if you might wake Avery. I have a message for her.”

      Dianthe balked. “Clarissa too? She’s also one of the three.”

      Aborella shook her head adamantly. “No. This is just for Avery. You’ll understand once I share it. Tell her to bring her sword.”

      “Okay.”

      Ice seemed to form in Dianthe’s stomach at Aborella’s tone, but she did as the fairy asked. Tiptoeing around sleeping bodies, she crouched beside Avery and shook the woman’s wrist, careful not to wake her mate. She held her finger to her lips. Avery carefully extricated herself from Xavier’s arms. The dragon gave a few warning snorts but then fell back into a rhythm of rumbling snores.

      At least she didn’t have to ask her to bring her sword. It appeared Avery had slept with it on her back. Dianthe motioned for her to follow to Aborella. Light shone on her face now through the window. The suns must have broken past the mountains.

      “What’s this all about?” Avery whispered once they were all huddled together.

      “Aborella had a vision. It has to do with you,” Dianthe explained.

      “With me?” Avery’s eyebrows lifted in surprise and she crossed her arms, seeming suddenly uncomfortable.

      Aborella pulled the blanket she was wearing tighter around her shoulders and gestured toward the door. “Come outside so that we don’t wake the others.”

      “Are you sure? It’s freezing out there.” Dianthe didn’t wish to go outside, but visions were a tricky thing. The expression on Aborella’s face told her this was necessary. There was a secret, one she could only share with Dianthe and Avery. She’d been there before. Seen things she couldn’t share widely.

      Avery leaned to whisper in Dianthe’s ear. “Should we trust her?”

      She nodded. “Absolutely.”

      Aborella opened the door and slipped out into the snow. Dianthe followed and so did Avery, albeit reluctantly. She closed the door behind her.

      “So what’s this vision?” Avery asked.

      Aborella took a few steps into the bright sunlight. “I’ve seen where the last orb is hidden. It’s not far from here, but if you are to retrieve it, you must go soon. If you wait too long, you will miss the opportunity.”

      Dianthe’s heart leaped. “Where, Aborella? You have no idea how important this is to the cause—”

      “It is in the Ice Forest in the belly of Skelna, the frost demon. You will have to kill her to extract it. It won’t be easy.”

      “Where do we find her?” Dianthe asked.

      Aborella folded her hands. “If you go to the Ice Forest, she’ll find you. She is its protector.”

      “I thought you said your vision was about me.” Avery hugged herself against the cold.

      Aborella gave her a slow nod. “The reason you and your sisters are having such trouble translating the scroll is that you don’t have the tools your ancestors thought you would have.”

      “Tools… What? How do you know about the scroll?” Avery shifted uneasily.

      Dianthe gripped her hand in support. It wasn’t always easy to be in the presence of a seer, especially when their vision was about you.

      “Your ancestors left you the tanglewood tree. They assumed you would have it. You need it to focus your power or you won’t be able to do what you need to do to stop Eleanor. You will need what remains of the tree to do that.” Aborella’s expression was gravely serious.

      There was more to this vision. Dianthe’s stomach sank as she waited for the other shoe to drop.

      “The tanglewood tree?” Avery shook her head. “It was chopped down and used to burn one of my ancestors at the stake. It no longer exists.”

      Aborella stared at Avery as if she were looking into her soul. “Parts of it do exist. They’ve been carefully passed down from generation to generation. Think, Avery. What have your ancestors ensured would come to you in this time?”

      The witch’s eyes grew wide. “Oh my God. Not my mother’s bar! Are you telling me that part of the tanglewood tree is there?”

      “I have seen it. In my visions, it grows there at the heart of the building. I don’t think this is to be interpreted literally. I see it hazy and glowing, a representation of something rather than a living tree. I suspect the original three left you a piece or pieces. Maybe a seed.”

      Avery shifted as if the news agitated her.

      Dianthe desperately wanted to ask for more of an explanation about what the tanglewood tree was and what bar Avery was talking about, but the revelation seemed to have struck Avery mute. She rubbed her head as if it hurt.

      Aborella spoke again. “There is one more thing, Avery. Now that you know, you must kill me.”

      “No!” Dianthe’s voice came out high and sharp. She shivered against the cold, but it was nothing compared to the ice that had formed in her stomach. “Aborella, what are you saying?”

      The fairy turned her face to the sun, her skin already growing darker from the healing light. “I asked Avery to bring her sword for a reason. She must kill me, and then you all must leave this place as soon as possible. Eleanor knows where we are. The only thing delaying her is the vampires. They surrounded Paragon last night, threatening revenge for Eleanor’s raid on Nochtbend yesterday, but now that the sun has risen, she will be selecting her troops and coming for you. It will take her longer, of course. Darnuith has stronger protections than the other realms.”

      “How?” Dianthe yelled. “How does she know?”

      Aborella frowned. “The same way she knew someone in Everfield helped me.” Aborella’s hand pressed into her abdomen. “She fed me her tooth; bound me against my will. It was meant as a punishment. Meant to keep me alive while I festered in that shallow grave you found me in. I’ve felt her calling me down the bond since yesterday. Anywhere I go, she knows. She can compel me, make it very uncomfortable for me not to obey. My blood burns with the desire to go to her even now. Please forgive me for not revealing this sooner. I needed time to tell you what you needed to know.”

      Dianthe’s breath caught, and Avery appeared equally appalled. It was a grave sin to force a bond. Once in place, it could not be undone, not even with the strongest magic. The tooth was a part of Aborella now. There was no way to remove it without killing her. Her bond to Eleanor was complete and irreversible.

      Aborella reached out and wiped a tear from Dianthe’s cheek. “My friend, I don’t want your tears. We both know what needs to be done. This isn’t a sad day. I am free because of you. And what Avery will do for me will free me from this bond. It is my only means of escape, you understand. It must be done.”

      Dianthe only cried harder. She knew that Aborella had done atrocious things in her life, even to Sylas, but there had been times, times when she was healing the fairy, when she saw the child within. Aborella’s life had never been easy. In many ways it had never even been her own.

      “Avery,” Aborella said. “Please. It’s time. If you wait any longer, you’ll place everyone in danger.” She extended her neck and looked toward the suns.

      Avery drew her sword. Fairy Killer, Dianthe had heard it called. The broadsword scared her, but then it was crafted of iron and poisonous to fairies. She took a step back. Aborella was right. It had to be done.

      But she didn’t have to rejoin the universe alone. There was one simple thing Dianthe could do. She opened her mouth and sang. She sang the song fairies everywhere sing to the dying. It was said that the song opened the way to the next world.

      Aborella’s silver eyes met hers. “Thank you.”

      Avery’s sword whistled through the air, slicing cleanly through Aborella’s neck in one swoop. There was no blood. Her head never even hit the ground. Her body broke apart into confetti, the sparks peppering the snow, melting holes into its icy surface. And then she was gone.

      “Holy shit!” Avery yelled. “Where the hell did she go?”

      Dianthe wiped the tears streaming from her eyes and swallowed the lump in her throat. “It happens to some fairies. It’s normal, although rare. She t-turned into light. It usually… it happens to fairies when it’s their time, when they’ve accepted their fate.”

      Avery sheathed her sword, wiping her own cheeks. “I didn’t want to do it, Dianthe. You know I didn’t want to, right?”

      Dianthe pulled her into her arms. “I know. You had to. You did the right thing.”

      Behind them, the door opened and Sylas squinted into the sun. “What happened? I heard singing. Where’s Aborella?”

      Dianthe threw her arms around him and cried into his shoulder. “She’s gone. She’s g-gone.”

      It was a few minutes more until she was able to explain to the others what had happened and why they had to leave immediately. She also told them about Aborella’s vision concerning the orb of Darnuith.

      “I didn’t see this turn of events. We told Colin we’d retrieve you two and be back on Aeaea by early morning,” Nathaniel said. “It’s dangerous keeping the three sisters apart. If we do this, it could be a disaster.”

      Clarissa shook him by the arm. “If we don’t do this, we may lose our chance to retrieve the fifth and final orb. Think about what this means for the resistance.”

      “I’ve ne’er been one to back down from a fight,” Xavier said. “If ma Avery goes, I go too.”

      Avery looked like she’d eaten nails for breakfast. “I don’t think I can walk away from this one. Aborella sacrificed herself to give us a chance at this. I’m the first to say that I thought the fairy was pure evil, but it appears that even she believed Eleanor needed to be stopped and was willing to pay for it with her life. I believe she was trying to help us. I can’t walk away. If we have a chance at the orb, we have to take it.”

      Sylas stared at Dianthe, looking as exhausted as she’d ever seen him. “One more for the road?”

      She bumped his fist with her own. “If we’re going to do it, we do it together.”

      “We’ll need gear,” Sylas said.

      “We have it.” Nathaniel gestured to a pile of cold-weather clothing beside him. “Clarissa and I conjured enough for everyone.”

      Dianthe sifted through and found a set in her size. “Then, in honor of Aborella’s sacrifice, let’s go find the orb of Darnuith.”
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      With impressive speed and efficiency, the rebels dressed, packed, and exited the hunting cabin, leaving everything exactly as they’d found it. Sylas thought it would do no one any good to give the rightful owner a reason to be upset. One could never be too careful when dealing with witches.

      It took little coaxing to convince his brothers that the best course of action was to fly their mates to the Ice Forest. Traversing the mountainous terrain of the kingdom of Darnuith on foot was a task none of them wished to take on.

      “Ice Forest isn’t a misnomer,” Dianthe said.

      Sylas landed on a slippery patch of ground between white-coated trees. He was profoundly thankful for the rows of metal teeth on the bottom of the boots Nathaniel had given him to wear. Without them, he was sure he’d fall on his ass. Everything was white and slick, from the ground to the trees whose leafless branches were encased in ice. Even the occasional evergreen wore a coat of snow and ice that turned its needles white.

      “You have to admit it’s kinda beautiful,” Clarissa said from inside the fur-lined hood of her parka. “Like a winter wonderland.”

      Avery flexed the fingers of her gloves. “Fuck that. If I want a personal experience with ice, I’ll order a margarita.”

      Dianthe snorted. “I’m with Avery on this one. Fairies were definitely not built for winter.”

      “Why is it so cold here?” Clarissa asked. “The rest of the island is warm all year, right? It’s volcanic.”

      “Magic.” Nathaniel brought his pipe to his lips and lit up. “The witches intentionally make their kingdom uninhabitable to non-witches. If you ever actually visit one of their communities, you’ll find the environment there as warm and comfortable as the rest of Ouros, but to get there, you have to go through this.”

      “It wasna always thus,” Xavier said. “Only after the war with Paragon did they take this step. Dragon’s canna freeze, ye ken, but our mountain horses donna fare well on the ice.”

      “If the Obsidian Guard ever did attack, they’d be slowed significantly, giving the witches time to wage a full-on magical battle. Even dragons fear witch magic. I suppose it worked to our advantage today though, considering Eleanor didn’t reach us in time.” Sylas scanned the trees around them, feeling oddly nervous. “Aborella didn’t happen to tell you what Skelna looks like, did she?”

      “No,” Dianthe said. “Only that she’d find us if we came here.”

      Sylas cast a questioning glance in the direction of his brothers. “Any suggestions?”

      Nathaniel blew purple smoke toward the trees. He watched his spell freeze a few feet from his mouth and fall like dust to the ice. He frowned. “Hmm. Well, I’m out of ideas.”

      Xavier made a grunting sound. “Move yer dragon arses. I wager she’ll find us faster if we make ourselves a bit easier to notice.”

      He waddled forward, slipping and sliding among the trees even with spiked boots. Sylas and the others followed. They hadn’t gone far before three hoofed beasts galloped toward them, their shaggy heads white with frozen breath. The creatures passed them without even looking in their direction.

      “Now what do you suppose they’re running from?” Nathaniel puffed nervously on his pipe.

      “Sylas, do you see that tree?” Dianthe tugged on his elbow.

      “I see lots of trees.”

      “It has a face,” she whispered. She pointed toward one tree in particular.

      Sylas watched its branches sway in a wind that didn’t exist, its extremities long and crooked, the tips frozen to sharp points. As they watched in wide-eyed horror, the tree pulled its roots from the ice and took a monstrous step.

      “You know how we said we would save each other?” Dianthe squeezed tight to his side. “Your turn.”

      “Xavier!” Sylas called to his brother, but it was too late. Skelna’s hand, which was no more than a collection of five frozen branches, swung through the air and stabbed him straight through his shoulder.

      Clarissa screamed. Power exploded from her voice, throwing Skelna back at least one hundred feet.

      “What’s happening to him?” Sylas rushed forward as Xavier started seizing, white foam coming from his mouth. He didn’t like how much the wound was bleeding.

      Avery rushed to Xavier’s side and pressed her hand against his wound. “He’s not healing!”

      “Goddess, Sylas, what is that thing?” Dianthe asked from behind him. He didn’t blame her for standing back. None of them were equipped for this.

      “An animated tree,” he said to her. “A demon possessed, organic organism. I need to shift.”

      “Wait!” Nathaniel grabbed his arm. “This is witch magic. It’s going to be resistant to dragon fire. Xavier’s lost consciousness and is still bleeding. Whatever that thing is, it’s poisonous to dragons.”

      Avery drew her sword and stood over her mate. Her hood had knocked back from her head, and the mounting wind whipped her dark hair around her face. Skelna had closed the gap between them, her razor-sharp branches whistling through the air, her multihinged limbs reaching for Avery, stabbing and slicing. Avery circled Fairy Killer, lopping off a wooden hand, which tumbled into the snow. The trunk of the tree roared, revealing a mouth of jagged, icy teeth.

      “Bloody hell, I think she’s royally pissed it off now,” Nathaniel said.

      Skelna’s roots crept forward. The creature’s branches were over twice as long as Avery’s sword. Without help, she’d never get a blow in before Skelna stabbed her. Sylas took charge. “Clarissa, you were able to shove it with your voice. Can you do it again? Perhaps use the other trees to hold it?”

      Clarissa nodded. She opened her mouth and sang. The trees around Skelna reached for her, animated by Clarissa’s magic. Branch tangled with branch, freezing together as a wall of wind caged the demon in. Skelna fought. Branches flew past their heads. Avery dodged and thrust, trying to get a clear shot at the trunk of the tree. The demon wailed like a banshee.

      “Nathaniel,” Sylas yelled. “Can you use your magic to transport dragon fire into its mouth?”

      “I can try,” he said with a tip of his head. He puffed on his pipe and blew a perfect bubble of smoke.

      Sylas took a deep breath and sent a spray of dragon fire toward the smoke. The flame was captured inside the hazy purple bubble.

      “Let’s see if she burns from the inside,” Sylas said.

      Nathaniel drew a symbol in the air with his hands and pushed. The bubble sailed into Skelna’s gaping maw. This time the demon shrieked in pain, flames flickering within its throat.

      “Her branches are melting!” Dianthe yelled. “It’s working.”

      Clarissa’s song couldn’t last forever. Sylas sprang forward and tore off the thickest of Skelna’s arms, casting it aside. Nathaniel followed suit, dodging the stabs and slices of her branches. Avery, not to be outdone, sank her sword into Skelna’s wooden belly. Piece by frozen piece, they dismantled the demon until she was nothing but a wailing trunk, smoking from the mouth.

      Avery glanced back at Xavier. “He’s too quiet, Sylas!”

      Dianthe rushed forward and pressed her hand to Xavier’s wound. “I have him, Avery. He’s breathing. Get the orb and we’ll take him home.”

      Avery sliced down the center of the trunk. Sylas held his breath. Was Aborella’s vision accurate? It was possible this whole thing was a trap. She might have hoped Skelna would wipe them out. He wouldn’t put it past the fairy.

      But as Avery pried the log apart, they all gagged.

      “Stomach. Intestines,” Nathaniel said. “What was this creature?”

      Avery sliced open the stomach to the mutual groans of the others. There, inside the gory pit of the thing, was the blue orb, twinkling up at them like a hidden treasure.

      “By the Mountain, that is nasty business,” Nathaniel said.

      Sylas gave him a slanted look and snorted before reaching in and pulling the crystal from the thing’s bowels.

      “You mess with my mate, you mess with me.” Avery twisted her blade before removing it from Skelna’s remains.

      “Avery, you’re bleeding!” Dianthe exclaimed.

      Avery glanced down at her arm and blinked. “Oh. It must have gotten me.”

      Sylas saw it now too. Skelna had torn through her parka at her forearm and blood had soaked through the inner fluff.

      Clarissa pressed her hand to Avery’s wound. “We need to find a healer. You’ve had Xavier’s tooth, right? It’s just a cut. It will heal soon.”

      But Sylas wasn’t so sure. Xavier’s wound was oozing a strange, poisonous green, and he was still unconscious although breathing evenly.

      “Actually, no.” Avery cracked her neck. “I’m immune to magic. He tried to give me his tooth, but every time I put it into my mouth, it turned back into an actual dragon’s tooth. No way to swallow that sucker.”

      “Oh Avery…” Clarissa frowned.

      Sylas winced. For all intents and purposes, that meant Avery was human. “It may have saved your life,” he said. “The poison affected Xavier immediately. Aside from the bleeding, you look fine.”

      “I feel fine. I just need a few stitches, I’m guessing.” Avery shrugged off her sister’s grip and dropped to Xavier’s side. “But what about Xavier? He needs help.”

      “Nathaniel, can you get us back to Aeaea?” Sylas asked.

      “Possibly,” he said through his teeth. “I can’t simply tear a portal between realms. Clarissa, Avery, and I need to teleport everyone. It’s heavy magical work, and we’re all exhausted. Xavier isn’t even conscious. Avery is hurt. I’m not sure we have enough juice to get us there.”

      “Sylas, Xavier’s lips are turning blue,” Avery yelled. “We need to find help.”

      Sylas wanted to punch something. He was their leader. He needed to do something, but what? A frustrated growl tore through his chest, making the frozen branches around them tinkle like wind chimes.

      The sound of barking dogs called Sylas’s attention to the mountain ridge that bordered the Ice Forest. A sled rushed toward them, pulled by a team of tall and lanky canines with long, shaggy hair, eyes that glowed red, and wolfish teeth. The person guiding the sled was too swaddled in furs for Sylas to tell if it was a man or a woman.

      Avery stood from her mate and drew her sword, blood dripping from her wound and sizzling on the ice. Sylas, Nathaniel, and Clarissa stepped to her side, protectively blocking Dianthe and Xavier. The sled came to a stop in front of them.

      “Tell the girl to put her sword away, Sylas. I prefer not to be threatened when I’m offering aid.” The hood swept back from a round, red-cheeked face with a bulbous nose.

      Sylas rushed forward and embraced the innkeeper, his chest flooding with relief. “Zander Wraithwing! Mountain, am I glad to see you!”
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      Eleanor, empress of Paragon, was not used to losing. Since she’d advanced to practicing dark magic, she rarely had to compromise and almost always got her way. Everfield, for example, had finally fallen. Just yesterday, Chancellor Ciro, unable to rebuild after the loss of the Empyrean Wood, had finally steered Everfield’s Highborn representatives to vote to become Paragonian citizens. Of course, everyone expected that the population of Everfield might resist this decision once they heard the news, but it didn’t really matter. The fairies had no power and thus no choices.

      Power was important.

      Power was what allowed her to tear through the Palace of Nightfall while the citizens of Nochtbend slept. Although they’d made threats of retaliation, Master Demidicus knew as well as she did that a society of vampires could never best an army of dragons. Dragons didn’t sleep during the day. Didn’t have to sleep much at all, to be sure. A few hours a week would suffice. And a dragon’s ability to breathe fire was surely a bane to vampires, who could die of burning. Immortal vampires might be, but they were remarkably fragile during the day.

      No, Eleanor was not used to losing, which was why she’d screamed when she’d found Aborella gone, taken from her cage in the tower. She’d smelled Sylas in that room and someone else, a fairy. She should have killed her son when she’d had the chance. Should have bathed in his blood. Not only had he taken her seer, but he’d also destroyed the mosaic in the floor of the veranda. Why, she wasn’t sure yet, but it gave her a terrible feeling that her son was one step ahead of her.

      Still, she’d had the bond. She’d tugged on her connection to Aborella, tracking it to somewhere in the mountains of Darnuith. Ransom had prepared a small task force to track the fairy down. He’d sent a falcon to the witch queen, asking for permission to retrieve her seer. She knew better than to pick a fight with the witches now. It was too early in the game for such a brazen move.

      But before she received a response, the bond went slack. Eleanor cried out at the emptiness left behind. Perched on her throne, she gripped her chest and howled at the pain. Aborella was dead. Nothing short of death could break a dragon’s bond, and theirs was most definitely broken. She was dead. Eleanor knew it as if she’d been there to see it herself. The worst part? She’d felt a surge of joy come down the bond seconds before it was severed. Aborella, she suspected, had found a way to kill herself.

      Eleanor writhed in torment at the thought. How dare the fairy remove herself from serving Eleanor’s needs? The seer was hers. Hers. And now she was gone.

      “Empress?” Ransom stood near the back of the throne room, the coward clearly too afraid to come any closer.

      “What’s the matter, Ransom? Haven’t you ever seen a grown woman cry?”

      He swallowed. “The witch queen has given her permission for up to four guardsmen to accompany you on your search of Darnuith. We have twenty-four hours.”

      “Write her back. Tell her we won’t need to enter her territory after all. Aborella is dead.”

      Ransom’s brow furrowed. “You found her?”

      Eleanor squinted at the man… boy, really. He truly was a pretty idiot. “She is dead.”

      He cleared his throat. “Is there anything I can do?”

      “Come to my chambers tonight, at nightfall. I’ll think of a way you can comfort me.”

      His throat bobbed. He bowed low before backing out of the room. So he knew enough not to turn his back to her. Maybe he was smarter than he looked.

      Eleanor strode out of the throne room, through the great hall, and onto the destroyed floor of the veranda. She slipped out of her dress and shifted into her dragon form, her gold scales gleaming in the sun. She offered no explanation to her guards as she took to the skies and flew north, leaving Ouros and crossing into the realm of the gods. She landed on the island of Kryptos. This was Hera’s island and the closest the goddess could get to Paragon as long as Aitna, the goddess of the mountain, lived.

      Eleanor touched the peacock feather that waited in the temple at the center of the island. There was a flash of blinding light and the goddess appeared, her golden hair shining like a star.

      “Do you have the book, Eleanor?”

      Eleanor shifted back to her soma form to speak, standing naked and vulnerable before the goddess. “Not yet, but I will soon. The rebels are assembling a key that will access the place where the book is hidden.”

      “The rebels.” Hera’s lips pressed into a flat line. “And how do you plan to get my grimoire from the rebels? If they have the key, won’t they have the book?”

      Eleanor crossed her arms. “Hardly. I need the three sisters to risk their lives to build the key and find the book; then I will use my considerable magic to take it from them. This is good news. After all this time, I have reason to believe that they are the only ones capable of retrieving your grimoire. The only ones capable of undoing Medea’s protections on it. The fact they are collecting the orbs proves the book is on Paragon. I have spies everywhere. Once they have your book, I will know and I will retrieve it. Soon you will be free to roam Paragon at will.”

      The light that flared from Hera’s body was blinding. Eleanor’s skin burned with Hera’s anger to the point she was sure had she not been a dragon, she would have been incinerated. “I do not want to roam Paragon! I want my book!”

      “And you shall have it.” Eleanor placed a finger in the crook of her chin. “Only, my seer is now dead. It would be easier for me to take back the book if I had more power. Perhaps if I ascended now—”

      “Quiet,” Hera seethed. “You have plenty of power. I’ve given you the darkest of magic and all you’ve done is waste it on trivial matters. I am a patient goddess, Eleanor, but what has been given can be taken away. Bring me that book, or there will be no ascension. On the contrary, I will introduce you to Hades myself.” Hera sneered. “He’s not the charmer you might expect.”

      Eleanor was proud but she wasn’t stupid. She bowed her head. “I will get you the book.”

      “Wise, dragon.” With a wave of her hand, a bottle appeared in Hera’s clutches. Its blue contents bubbled inside its round belly. “More sleeping elixir for Aitna. We wouldn’t want the goddess of the mountain to wake before you have a chance to kill her.”

      With a grin she hoped would hide her annoyance, Eleanor accepted the bottle. She wasn’t looking forward to flying back to Paragon in her soma form in order to safely carry the load. “I’ll take care of it.”

      “Excellent. I love when we click, Eleanor. From the bottom of my heart. So often you remind me of me.” She pressed a hand over the center of her chest and smiled wickedly.

      “Only someone who’s been in your grandiose presence could truly understand what a magnanimous compliment you offer me. I fear I am unworthy of it.” Eleanor refrained from rolling her eyes although she physically hurt from the effort.

      Hera gave a haughty laugh and shrugged. “I’m a giver. What can I say? Zeus has never appreciated it. But because you do, Eleanor, I have a gift for you, something to replace your seer.”

      “Oh?”

      “Grigori, come.”

      A peacock strode from the forest, spreading its feathers in a gorgeous fan of green and blue.

      “I-isn’t he a bit conspicuous?” Eleanor mumbled.

      Hera made a sound like a growl and snapped her fingers. The bird transformed into a peregrine falcon.

      “I believe peregrines are used to send messages in your world, yes?”

      The dark gray bird blinked knowingly and stretched its formidable talons.

      “Yes, my goddess.” Eleanor gave her a bow.

      “Grigori will show you what he sees with the command vlépo. Try it now.”

      “Vlépo,” Eleanor repeated, and suddenly she was looking at herself from the bird’s perspective. She closed her eyes and gave her head a firm shake. When she opened them again, her sight had returned to normal.

      “Very good. Close your eyes for three seconds to regain your own sight. And Eleanor…”

      “Yes, my goddess?”

      “This bird can go anywhere, even Aeaea.”

      Eleanor’s mouth split into a wide grin. “You are too generous.” She bowed low and then spread her wings and turned to leave.

      “One more thing,” Hera sang out from behind her.

      What now? Eleanor turned back to the goddess. “Yes?”

      “Do not return to this island without the golden grimoire. If you do, I will feed you to Grigori.”

      With a diagonal tip of her head, Eleanor pursed her lips and flew for home, Grigori following behind her.
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      At times like these, Dianthe did not want to see the future. Xavier was badly injured, foaming at the mouth as if he’d been poisoned, and bleeding. On top of it all, a man had arrived on a sled pulled by a team of dogs that would give Nochtbend’s hellhounds a run for their money as the scariest beasts imaginable. She feared they’d all meet their end soon.

      But then Sylas embraced the man, exchanged a few words, and a flicker of hope warmed her chest.

      “This is Zander, leader of the resistance in Darnuith and owner of the Black Mountain Inn. He’s a friend. He’s here to help.”

      Zander nodded his hello. “Your friend needs antivenom quickly. Load him onto the sled. I’ll haul him back. Can the rest of you follow along?”

      “This is Xavier’s mate. She was wounded too.” Sylas gestured toward Avery, who sheathed her sword.

      Zander narrowed his eyes. “Interesting. Very interesting. Okay, come along, Miss Avery. Perhaps you can tell me on the way how you happen to be immune to Skelna’s curse.” He kicked the remains of the demon’s trunk and shook his head. “The coven is not going to be happy about this, Sylas.”

      “We can talk about it once we find help for my brother.”

      Zander nodded in agreement. Dianthe helped her mate load Xavier onto the sled. Avery tucked into his side and they were off, the dogs barking in excitement as they climbed the mountain.

      Sylas swept her into his arms. A moment later they were in the air, chasing the sled with Nathaniel and Clarissa.

      “Wasn’t Zander the man you lived with when you were in Darnuith?” Dianthe asked.

      “Yes. We are very lucky he found us. I’m not sure what we would have done if he hadn’t.”

      “Why didn’t you simply fly to his inn and request his help before?”

      Sylas shook his head. “The magic doesn’t work that way. You don’t find the Black Mountain Inn. It finds you. The place moves constantly to meet weary travelers in need. I guess we got lucky that we needed it most tonight.”

      They arrived at a large log cabin with a wooden sign that read Black Mountain Inn. The place didn’t look mobile. It was as large as the solarium in Everfield. A team of witches emerged and ushered Xavier and Avery inside. Dianthe almost cried from relief as she stepped into the place to find a roaring fire and a sitting area with plush, brightly colored furniture.

      A friendly face appeared before her and offered to take her coat, then handed her a cup of something she’d never tried before but was hot, delicious, and clearly alcoholic. She felt guilty accepting the drink considering what was happening with Xavier, but Zander appeared and assured all of them that he had a dose of antivenom for Skelna’s poison on hand and his people were administering it to Xavier immediately. They were also bandaging Avery’s arm.

      Only moments later, Avery emerged from the back room wearing a white bandage and propped herself in a chair next to the bar. Xavier hobbled out after her, looking better although still a little green. The bartender served them drinks as large as Dianthe’s head. Nathaniel and Clarissa joined them. But when Dianthe started toward what looked like a wonderful celebratory drink, Zander gestured to her and Sylas.

      “Come, sit,” he said. “I have questions, and as fellow DOG officers I suspect you have answers.”

      Dianthe reluctantly followed him to a table near the fire. She sipped her drink, feeling languid and sleepy in the warm room, and absently wondered if either the drink or the fire was enchanted.

      “Thank you again for helping us,” Sylas said. “You are a true asset to the resistance.”

      “Be that as it may, Queen Penelope is going to want to know why you killed Skelna. That demon has guarded the Ice Forest for centuries. She will be missed.”

      “She almost killed us first,” Dianthe said.

      “Only because you weren’t where you were supposed to be,” Zander said. “Outsiders are forbidden in the Ice Forest.”

      “We had no choice,” Sylas said. “She had something we needed, something essential for the Defenders of the Goddess to move forward.”

      The warlock gave them a pitying look. “I heard about your latest situation in Everfield. I can understand why you’d be uniquely motivated to end Eleanor’s reign, but you must be careful here. You know as well as I do, the people of Darnuith do not welcome strangers, especially when those strangers damage their heritage. You should have sent a falcon. I could have escorted you.”

      “There wasn’t time!” Dianthe started, then forced herself to take a deep breath. “It’s true, I am motivated. Eleanor burned down my home. She left my people in squalor—”

      “That too,” Zander said. “But I was speaking about yesterday… the news that Chancellor Ciro handed Everfield to Paragon.”

      The room started to spin. “Excuse me?” Dianthe gave him a quizzical look.

      “You haven’t heard?” Zander glanced between her and Sylas, clearly bewildered.

      “Did you say Everfield fell?”

      Zander nodded. “It’s been annexed by Paragon. We are now the four kingdoms.”

      Dianthe’s mug slipped from her hand and landed on the table with a wobble. Zander steadied it. She was shaking, trembling so hard that her teeth were chattering. Sylas wrapped an arm around her shoulders.

      “We’re going to make this right,” he said softly. “We will stop Eleanor and we will take back Everfield.”

      Zander cleared his throat. “I hate to be rude. I realize this is a sensitive time for your mate, but you need to tell me why you’re here, Sylas. I can’t help you if you don’t. As I mentioned, Skelna was a part of our heritage. Children leave her offerings once a year to thank her for guarding the forest. As scary as you two found her, she is going to be missed. She may have been a monster, but she was our monster.”

      “I understand,” Sylas said, “And I’m sorry.”

      Dianthe couldn’t speak, couldn’t move. Everfield had fallen. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she heard Sylas drag his pack in front of his knees and saw, out of the corner of her eye, him pull the blue orb from it.

      “We had to kill Skelna for this. It was in her stomach.” Sylas held out the blue orb.

      “Fates above,” Zander said. “No… Is that? It can’t be.” He took the orb and rotated it, holding it up to the light to spy the piece of the key within.

      “Do you know what this is?” Sylas asked.

      He shrugged. “Only from legend. It looks like one of Medea’s lost orbs. If I remember correctly from my reading, there are supposed to be five?”

      Sylas’s eyes sparked. “We have the other four, Zander. We have the key.”

      Zander’s gaze met his. “Do you know what the key unlocks?”

      “A vault somewhere with a weapon.” Sylas rubbed his palms together. “We will get that weapon, and we will overthrow Eleanor.”

      “The folk tales say it’s her grimoire,” Zander said, his face suddenly serious. “And if it is Medea’s grimoire, it belongs to Darnuith. Medea was our queen. Her lost magic belongs to us.”

      Sylas lifted the orb from his hand and returned it to his bag. “I don’t know what type of weapon it is, but I’ll keep what you’ve said here in mind.”

      “Do that, Sylas,” Zander said firmly, suddenly sounding much less friendly. “Our kingdom grieved the loss of Queen Medea and her unborn child for centuries. She is revered here. Anything you find ultimately belongs to us, her people. You don’t want Darnuith as an enemy.”

      An enemy? Dianthe suddenly found her voice. “Enemy? We’re trying to help you. You know what happened to Everfield and Nochtbend. Darnuith could be next. Are you threatening to side with Eleanor against us?”

      “Of course not. We will never support Eleanor.” Zander shook his head dismissively.

      “Well then, think twice about what you are saying, because Eleanor will use our division against us. Medea didn’t leave these orbs or the weapon to Darnuith. She left them to her descendants.”

      Zander sniffed. “She didn’t have any descendants. Her baby died with her. We are her people.”

      Dianthe shook her head. “She and her sisters lived on, and those two witches”—she pointed at the bar where Clarissa and Avery were laughing and drinking something black and bubbly—“they are two of three descendants of Circe. They are the three sisters foretold to end Paragon’s reign, and this weapon belongs to them.”

      Zander looked again at Clarissa and Avery as if seeing them for the first time. “By the fates, you have the three sisters, here and ready to fight for the Defenders of the Goddess.”

      Sylas nodded. “We do. You’ve healed one of them.”

      “Couldn’t heal her. She’s completely immune to magic. Simply bandaged her,” he said absently.

      “We have to get back,” Dianthe said. “Colin doesn’t know what’s happened. If we don’t return soon, he’ll consider sending out a search party and put more of us at risk. We’ve already tempted fate by keeping the three sisters separated.”

      “Again, thank you, Zander, for your help,” Sylas said. “You are and always have been a key member of the Defenders of the Goddess. If Queen Penelope gives you hell about who killed Skelna, I won’t blame you for whatever you have to say, but right now we have to go. We have a war to plan.”

      “Very well. Enough for now.” Zander stood. “Go then. I’ll clean up this mess with Skelna. But we will discuss the ultimate ownership of the grimoire should you find it.”

      “Fair enough.” Sylas shook the warlock’s hand.

      A short conversation later, Dianthe circled up with the others, hand in hand with her mate. Nathaniel, Avery, and Clarissa opened the way home.
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      Arriving on Aeaea with Dianthe in his arms was a relief to Sylas in more ways than one. Yes, she was safe. They all were. But more importantly, she was his again. They’d reached a crossroads in their marriage where they were both challenged to either dive into the dark recesses of each other’s souls or take the sunny path away from each other. He was glad he’d dove.

      “Oh, this feels heavenly.” Dianthe spun from him and raised her arms to the sun. “As much as I am passionate about our mission, I could do without spending another day in Darnuith.”

      He grinned at her and cocked an eyebrow. “All it takes to break you is a little snow and ice?”

      “And perpetually gray skies. And the wind. Don’t forget the cruel, biting wind.”

      He pulled her back into his arms. “I’ll keep you warm.”

      She fluttered her lashes up at him. “Always.”

      While Avery sought out Tobias to assess her wound, Sylas led Dianthe to their tent to change into something more comfortable for island weather. He would have enjoyed celebrating their successful mission with some time in bed, but she held back when he pressed his mouth to hers.

      “You promised to keep me warm, but will you keep me fed? I’m starving.”

      “It smells like dinner in the main tent, and I’m guessing a debrief is in order. Everyone is going to want to know about Aborella.” He slung the bag with the orbs over his shoulder and allowed her to lead him toward the food.

      As soon as they walked into the tent, cheers went up from the others who had gathered there, Alexander whistling and clapping his hands while Rowan and Nick whooped and punched the air.

      “Welcome back,” Colin yelled, jostling through the crowd to draw both him and Dianthe into firm hugs. “I send you out for two orbs and you return with four. You two always were overachievers.”

      Sylas kissed the side of Dianthe’s head. “This experience has definitely taught me that there’s nothing we can’t achieve together.”

      Dianthe cradled his jaw, her eyes misting.

      “Well, let’s see them!” Colin said.

      Sylas dug in his bag and tossed him both the blue and the gold orb. Colin carried them to the center table where he added them to the collection in front of Leena and the scroll. Sylas led Dianthe to the buffet where they loaded their plates. They found a seat at a side table next to Gabriel and Raven. Charlie was sitting on her lap, eating something raw and meaty.

      “You look like you’re going to gag,” Sylas said to Raven.

      “She can’t get used to the baby eating meat,” Gabriel said.

      “Why can’t it be cooked?” Raven stuck out her tongue.

      Sylas and Gabriel laughed.

      “I’ll hold her if it bothers you,” Dianthe offered, making gimme hands toward Charlie.

      Raven handed her over, and Dianthe bounced her on her lap. All Sylas could do was smile. Dianthe was a natural. Dragons and fairies could not produce young together, but he’d always thought she’d make a perfect mother.

      Colin and Leena dropped their plates on the table across from them. “Start talking. I want to know everything that happened from the time you left for Everfield until now.”

      “Didn’t Tobias and Sabrina fill you in?”

      “As well as they could. I want to hear your version of events.” Colin folded his arms and waited.

      Beside him, Leena pulled out a blank scroll and a quill, readying herself for Sylas’s story.

      Sylas gave Colin a rundown of everything, from the sprites in Solaris Lake to the raid of Nochtbend to how they’d found Aborella and she’d told them where the Paragonian orb was. He told him about Darnuith too. And when it came to Aborella’s death, he turned it over to Dianthe, who handed baby Charlie back to Raven and gave a heart-wrenching account of the fairy’s last moments.

      “Aborella is dead,” Colin repeated, shaking his head. Beside him, Leena transcribed furiously. “I never thought I’d see the day. But she was right. Had she not sacrificed herself, Eleanor would have come for you.”

      Dianthe wiped a tear away. “She told us how to find the Darnuith orb before she died.”

      “Did she tell you anything else before Avery did what she had to?” Colin asked.

      Dianthe glanced at Avery, and Sylas saw the witch shake her head. “That’s all she told me… Avery?”

      Sylas wondered what had truly transpired between the three women, but then it couldn’t have been easy for Avery to kill Aborella under any circumstances. He supposed the witch had mixed feelings about it.

      Colin shot Avery a quizzical look.

      Avery cracked her neck. “Aborella told me she had a vision about us, the three sisters.” Raven’s and Clarissa’s heads snapped around. “She said that the reason we can’t translate the scroll is that when Medea laid the enchantment on it, she assumed we’d have access to the tanglewood tree.”

      Raven shook her head. “But we don’t. Circe was burned at the stake over the remains of the tree in the early 1700s in New Orleans.”

      Avery chewed her lip. “Yeah. I hate to be the bearer of bad news.”

      Sylas suspected she was hiding something, but when he opened his mouth to ask, Dianthe shook her head. He leaned back. His mate would explain in time. Around him, the group shifted uneasily in their seats. Was this the end? Did their success depend completely on a properly translated scroll? Sylas refused to believe it.

      Colin abandoned his plate and walked over to the center table. “I had hoped that putting them together would have a beneficial effect. Emerald from Everfield, crimson from Nochtbend, royal purple of Rogos, sapphire from Darnuith, gold from Paragon. Medea wanted us to find them. What are we missing?”

      His twin’s frustration was palpable. Sylas threaded his fingers into Dianthe’s and snorted. “She didn’t want us to find them. She wanted her descendants to. You heard Avery. Medea intended this message for them.”
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      Raven’s stomach clenched. Sylas was right. He and Dianthe had risked their life for these orbs. Figuring out how to open and use them was up to her and her sisters. But so far the three of them had failed to contribute much to the cause. Despite their best efforts, they hadn’t even succeeded in translating the hidden message in the scroll.

      She stood with Charlie on her hip and crossed to the orbs. Without so much as a glance in their direction, Avery and Clarissa joined her. They felt it too, the unspoken pressure to solve this riddle. They were supposed to be the most powerful witches that ever lived. Somehow they needed to figure this out.

      “What do you think she was trying to tell us?” Raven asked her sisters.

      “Obviously that all the kingdoms have to work together to defeat Eleanor. She wouldn’t have hidden them the way she did if she didn’t believe that,” Clarissa said.

      Avery picked at the sides of her bandage. “She didn’t make it easy. Every step has been a test. Medea wanted to make sure that only her descendants could get this book.”

      Raven sat at the table beside the orbs for a closer look. Magic swirled at the center around those oddly shaped metal pieces that winked at her in the light. They were supposed to form a key, but she didn’t see how.

      Charlie slapped the table with her chubby palm, breaking Raven’s concentration. She reached for the golden orb. “Ba, ba, ba.”

      “No, Charlie, that’s not your ball.” Raven grabbed her little hand and held it.

      Colin, arms crossed in concentration, did a double take. “Really, Raven? The things are indestructible. I fished one out of a pool of acid in Rogos. I doubt a bit of chicken juice or a few teeth marks are going to hurt it.” He rolled the gold orb to Charlie with a chuckle.

      Charlie squealed, reached out her little hands, and caught the ball. Only she didn’t. Her hands passed right through the crystal to the cog-shaped piece of key within. The crystal rolled back toward Colin.

      “Holy God in heaven,” Raven murmured. Her gaze darted between Avery and Clarissa as if they could explain what just happened. They just stared, disbelieving.

      Colin gaped like a beached fish. He held the empty orb in his hands, shaking his head.

      Raven blinked as Charlie put the metal cog in her mouth and chewed. “Can Mommy have that?” The words came out as a whisper. She honestly didn’t believe she could speak any louder.

      The entire tent had gone conspicuously silent, although Gabriel and the others had stood and approached, forming a circle around the table.

      Raven turned the piece in her hand as everyone around her leaned in. Metal, maybe iron, it was shaped like an octopus with six irregular shaped extensions protruding from the inner portion. The metal was entirely covered with magical symbols.

      “Give her another.” Gabriel motioned to Colin to roll another orb to Charlie.

      Colin pushed the green and then the yellow, the blue, and finally the purple. The same thing happened over and over again.

      “Ba! Ba! Ba!” Charlie screamed in delight. She handed her prizes to her mother one by one.

      Once she was done, Gabriel approached with Charlie’s coconut ball and lifted her from Raven’s lap. “Let’s play with this one, sweetheart. Those others are broken.”

      With her hands freed, Raven began to fit the pieces together like a puzzle.

      “I see it,” Clarissa said, helping to arrange the pieces.

      “No, like this.” Avery changed the position of one gear, and suddenly everything fit.

      “This is supposed to be a key?” Raven tilted her head and inspected the contraption in front of her. It looked like the inside of a clock, five cogwheels that clicked together in an oddly shaped S formation.

      Avery picked it up and turned it over. It didn’t come apart. The pieces had locked together once they had them in the correct order.

      Colin rubbed his chin and took it in. “It has to be a metaphorical key. Do you think it could be a magical object? Perhaps a piece needed for a spell?”

      Leena looked up from her scroll and frowned at the object. “It’s a crypt key.”

      Raven and everyone else stared at the elf. She adjusted her robe. Her gaze jumped between them. “Don’t you have crypt keys where you come from?”

      Everyone shook their heads in unison.

      She cleared her throat, looking uncomfortable at being in the spotlight. “In Rogos, when an elf dies, the family buries him or her with riches to help them in the afterlife. It could be jewelry or artwork, weapons, or even expensive pottery. They lock it in a tomb using a crypt key.” She pointed to the metalwork in front of Raven. “After one year has passed, it is generally believed that the dead elf has made use of the items and has successfully passed to the other side. The family returns, places the key in the lock, and turns it to spell the code word.”

      Raven rotated the bottom cogwheel and watched the interlinked gears above turn, moving the symbols. “These are letters that spell a word?”

      Leena nodded. “It’s Elvish, and that is definitely elf-made metalwork.” She squinted at the symbols on the gears. “You’ll need to know the keyword and where the tomb is, but once you position the gears to spell the crypt key, the tomb will open.”

      Colin stood and leaned over the table to get a better look at the gears and the individual symbols on the cogwheels. He ran a hand over his face. “I think it’s safe to say this fits a grave in Rogos.”

      “Without question.” Leena gave a heavy sigh. “It would be unheard of for an elf to allow their craft to be used in another kingdom. This key fits a tomb in Rogos.”

      “I was afraid you’d say that.” Colin winced and rubbed the back of his neck.

      “Why do I gather by your tone that’s problematic?” Clarissa asked dryly. She suddenly looked exhausted. Raven could relate.

      “Elves are very protective of their culture. Aside from Colin, no outsiders have successfully lived among us for long,” Leena said. “And even Colin was not allowed near our dead.” She laughed. “Our graves are sacred. It’s not as if you could go grave to grave, trying the key. You’d have an arrow through your heart before you could fit it to the lock.”

      Heat rose in Raven’s blood. She could no longer hold back the anger building inside her. “This is beginning to feel like the quest that will never end,” she ground out through her teeth. “Every time we find one clue, another five pop up. And we don’t even know what this book can do. Why is it even necessary? Oh, aside from a dream I had that Circe won’t own up to that suggests that Hera wants it. What if Hera planted the dream? What if this is all some wild plan to get us to retrieve this grimoire so that she can steal it from us? What if it doesn’t even help the rebellion?”

      Gabriel placed a hand on her back. “Raven…”

      She buried her face in her hands.

      “That’s not what I’ve seen,” Dianthe said, her voice loud and clear in the nearly silent room.

      Raven lowered her hands and stared at the fairy whose toasted-cinnamon skin seemed to sparkle with gold, or maybe that was glitter from her wings. They fluttered behind her, the same color as her eyes, and Raven wondered how she hadn’t noticed before how ethereal she looked. The fairy could never be mistaken for human.

      “What have you seen?” Raven asked.

      “I’ve seen Charlie, older, maybe six, playing with you in the gardens of the Obsidian Palace. Both of you are smiling. Red petals blow from the trees, filling the air with a heady perfume. They sprinkle you as you spin her around. You are dressed in the traditional Paragonian garb of a queen.”

      Raven waited for her to say more. What about Gabriel? What about everyone else here? But Dianthe had stopped speaking.

      “That’s it? That’s all you’ve seen.”

      Sylas glared at her. “She can’t control what she sees, Raven. But as visions go, I’d think that one would give you a small measure of comfort.”

      He was right. She was being a complete bitch. No one promised her this would be easy. She’d faced Eleanor before. She’d seen the wickedness in the woman. Ever since she’d mated Gabriel, she’d known what she was signing up for. This relationship would never be a house in the suburbs with a fenced yard. Being married to the heir of Paragon meant taking risks and doing what was right. It meant trusting that she’d figure things out, whatever might come.

      Charlie though had made all the difference. When she’d mated Gabriel, she hadn’t thought children were possible. And now she was trying to mother a dragon/witch hybrid. They didn’t write a “What to Expect” book on her situation. It was all too much. When Charlie’s hands had passed through the orbs, she’d realized that her baby girl was part of all this. She couldn’t hope to leave her safely on the sidelines of this war.

      “I need some air.” Raven rushed from the tent and ran. She didn’t stop until her feet met sand and the ocean lapped toward her toes. She found a shady place next to the beach where she leaned against a palm tree and braced herself on her knees.

      “I know you want to be alone, but I need to tell you more about what Aborella told me.” Avery’s tone left no room for delaying the conversation, and when Raven turned around, she was surprised to find Clarissa had come as well.

      “Don’t look at me for answers,” Clarissa said. “Avery practically dragged me out here with her.”

      “I thought there might be more to Aborella’s vision,” Raven said. “But I couldn’t figure out why you’d hesitate to tell the others.”

      Avery dug the toe of her sandal into the sand. “Because it was about us. It was about the three sisters. It’s the type of thing I think we should decide how to handle before we tip our hand to the boys in charge.”

      Clarissa crossed her arms. “Colin isn’t the boss of me.”

      “Exactly.” Avery cracked her neck.

      Raven exhaled and readied herself for whatever news was about to come out of Avery’s mouth. “Go ahead. Don’t keep me in suspense.”

      Avery licked her lips. “Aborella didn’t just say that Medea assumed we’d have pieces of the tanglewood tree. She specifically said we can’t translate the scroll without it. We need pieces of the tree for the enchantment to recognize us as the three sisters.”

      Raven groaned. “The tree is gone. Believe me, I know. I saw it burn under my feet when Crimson pulled me into the past.”

      Avery shook her head. “I thought so too, but Aborella told me that the sisters saved some of it and left it behind for us. She confirmed that what we need has been carefully preserved and passed down from generation to generation.”

      “Oh no.” Raven’s head bent back, and she looked up at the sky, wishing she didn’t know exactly what Avery was about to say.

      Clarissa cleared her throat. “Do you mind filling in the most recent Tanglewood sister on why you both look like you are going to die?”

      Raven rubbed her face. “There is one thing that has been painstakingly preserved and passed down for generations in the Tanglewood family. One weirdly enforced thing that has been a constant in my life and Avery’s life since the day we were born and now is part of your life too. It is the one thing that existed when the original three sisters lived in New Orleans, and it is still there to this day.”

      Clarissa’s eyes widened. “The Three Sisters Bar and Grill!”

      Both Raven and Avery nodded their heads. “All the female descendants have had to keep the Tanglewood name, and the property has passed from matriarch to matriarch.”

      “Which means…” Avery shook her head like she couldn’t quite believe it. “Somewhere in that bar, a part of the tanglewood tree remains, and it is exactly what we need to translate the scroll and open the tomb.”

      A burst of laughter came from Clarissa’s mouth. She stopped, her lips straining, and then gave in to the urge and let it all out. She doubled over with body-shaking guffaws.

      “What is so funny?” Raven asked.

      Clarissa composed herself. “After all that mess with Avery basically telling your mother that she never wanted to work at the Three Sisters, you two have to come up with an excuse to go back to New Orleans and see our mom.” She laughed some more. “And let’s face it, you are going to have to ask for her help because she’s your best bet at determining what part of the bar might hold said tree parts. And…” Clarissa gave Raven a pitying look. “She’s going to want to see the baby.”

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” Raven fell on her ass and beat the ground with her fists. “How am I going to disguise Charlie? She looks too old. She has wings for heaven’s sake!”

      Avery groaned. “Mom is going to assume I’m considering coming back.” She plopped down beside Raven shaking her head. “You know she isn’t happy with how things went down.”

      Still chuckling behind them, Clarissa said, “Oh, come on. It won’t be that bad. Sarah seemed completely reasonable when I met her.”

      Raven gave her a withering stare. “You know you have to come too, right? We have to stay together.”

      Clarissa stopped laughing. “Right. Sure.”

      “And our mom is going to want to introduce you to our dad,” Avery added.

      That sobered Clarissa directly. She sat down in the sand next to them, suddenly contemplative. She’d never met her real father. This would be quite a visit for all of them.

      “Hey, look at that,” Raven said. She gestured toward a palm tree only a few yards from them.

      “Look at what? It’s a palm tree. They’re all over the island,” Avery said.

      “The falcon in the branches. Black head, gray feathers. I haven’t seen one of those on the island before, have you?” Raven squinted against the sun. The bird was definitely watching them.

      Avery shook her head. “Isn’t that called a peregrine? I’ve never even seen one in real life. Just in the movies.”

      Clarissa agreed. “It’s my first time too. It’s beautiful, but I think you’re right, Raven—it’s completely out of place. He belongs in the mountains, not the tropics. What are you doing here, sweet bird?” Clarissa made a kissing sound toward the branches.

      “Hmm. I’ll have to ask Gabriel about it when we get back.” Raven leaned on her elbows and stared out over the water.

      “Can we just stay here for a while?” Avery asked. “I am not looking forward to the conversations with our mates about how we have to go back to the realm we literally just escaped from.”

      Clarissa shook her head. “No rush. Plenty of time to break the news, perhaps after a few drinks and a little soothing magic.”

      Raven leaned her head on Avery’s shoulder. “I wish just one thing about all of this could be easy.”

      Avery took her hand and joined it with Clarissa’s. “It may not be easy, but we can do this.”

      “How are you so sure?” Clarissa asked with a laugh.

      “Because we’re the three sisters,” Avery said. “We can do anything so long as we’re together.”
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      Stretched out beside her husband, Dianthe admired his naked body in the sliver of moonlight that shone through the tent flaps. He lay on his stomach, barely conscious after a marathon session of lovemaking. She ran a nail along the golden skin of his shoulder, under his wing, along his spine to the top of his buttocks.

      “You’re insatiable,” he murmured against the pillow.

      She sighed. “I’m just relieved to have you back. It’s good to be home.”

      His eyes opened wider. “Our home burned down. We’re in a tent on a benevolent goddess’s island.”

      A lazy smile split her face. “It’s home if I’m with you.”

      He kissed her forehead. “You’re right. We’re home.”

      “Besides, Aeaea is where we met and fell in love. If anyplace could be called home for us, it’s here, don’t you think?”

      He ran his fingers over her hair as he pondered that question. “I’d lived here a long time before you and the other rebels made your camp here. Honestly, when I look back on that time, it feels like limbo, almost as if I were in a state of suspended animation. I came alive the day I met you.”

      She had to look away as her eyes pricked at the sweet sentiment. “I know the feeling. It’s hard to remember what life was like before you.”

      He rolled onto his back, tucking his wings away and pulling her onto his chest. “I had a thought today when I saw you with Charlie.”

      “She’s a sweet baby. Strange but sweet. When I saw her hands pass through that orb, I just kept thinking she was truly the one from the prophecy. She’s the baby destined to bring about Paragon’s fall.”

      Sylas nodded. “I felt it too. But I felt something else as well.”

      Dianthe propped herself up on her elbow. “Tell me.”

      “I thought it suited you.”

      She quirked an eyebrow. “What suited me?”

      “A baby.”

      A laugh cut through her throat like a bark. “If dragons could impregnate fairies, we’d have a dozen children by now. Goddess knows we’ve given it our best shot these many years.”

      His expression remained serious. “It doesn’t have to be our natural child.”

      Something in his eyes melted her heart. “You’re thinking about adopting.”

      He nodded. “When we were in Everfield, there were many children orphaned by the raids. There are so many. They are going to need homes.”

      She remembered their faces. The hungry look in their eyes. She’d wanted to do more for them at the time but couldn’t. “A tent on someone else’s island is no place to raise a child.”

      He scooped an arm under her and pulled her on top of him. “I didn’t mean now.”

      “No, I didn’t think you did.”

      “It’s just that your vision of the future, Raven and her daughter playing in the garden, it made me think that one day this would be over. One day—maybe not this year, maybe not next year—but one day we are going to win this war. And when we do, it will be the first time since we met that we won’t have the resistance tugging at our corners. We can have a home with a yard. Maybe a dog. There will be no more missions. No more dungeons.”

      “Sounds heavenly.”

      “It will be. And when we’re there, in that place in the future, I don’t see us being alone.”

      She pressed her lips to his. “Sometimes, Sylas, you are absolutely brilliant.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “I am?”

      “You are. I never thought of it before. I’ve been fighting this war for so long. Since I was a child. I never pictured how my life would be when it was over. I can’t see my own future. I never imagined something different for myself until now.”

      “What’s your opinion of the picture I’ve painted?”

      “I like it very much.” She had loved holding Charlie. Whenever she’d encountered children, she’d always wondered wistfully about how it might be to have her own. Oh, how she could see it now, nothing more stressful than a tray of cookies in the oven. Children laughing in the yard. Friends and family. Celebration. Warmth and kindness. She wanted it all, even the dog. “Four.”

      “You like it very much for…”

      “No, four, as in the number four. That’s how many children we should invite into our home. When this is all over, of course.”

      He smiled as if she’d turned on a light inside his soul. “If it doesn’t happen for some reason,” he added. “If you change your mind or the world is turned upside down and it doesn’t make sense, I love you, Dianthe, just as you are. You’re enough. This is enough for me.”

      She straddled him and gave him a kiss she hoped he could feel in his toes. “I love you too, Sylas, and that will always be enough for me.”

      For that night, they had each other, they had love, and for as far as she could see into the future, he’d always be the treasure she’d found hidden on this island, her hidden dragon.
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      Colin had learned at an early age that life didn’t often give him what he wanted. He’d never wanted to be the youngest heir to the Paragonian throne or to fight in the pits only to be made to lose again and again. He’d never wanted to witness his eldest brother, Marius, be murdered or know that it was his own wicked mother who was responsible for his death. He never wanted to lead a resistance whose goal it was to overthrow her.

      But as he watched Leena working over her scroll, he thought she was his greatest disappointment. He loved her quite fervently. His dragon had marked her as a potential mate months ago. Yet it was not to be. Leena was a scribe. She’d taken a vow of celibacy in order to devote her life to chronicling the history of Ouros. And although he often suspected the attraction was mutual when they’d worked closely together, he’d never been so foolhardy to dream that she might break her vow to be with him.

      “You’re staring at me, Colin.” Her bright purple eyes snagged on him.

      He’d been watching her work in profile and had no idea she even knew he was there. Her dark copper braid lay over her shoulder, the hair pulled back from an elegantly pointed ear. She flashed him an innocent smile. “Do you need something?”

      He cleared his throat. “It sounds like Raven, Clarissa, and Avery are having trouble translating the scroll. I was wondering how long your Quanling will allow you to stay.”

      “I go where the scroll goes. I suppose I will stay either until their translation is successful or you no longer have need of the scroll. I’ll send a message to her to let her know the status of our mission.”

      He frowned.

      “Does something about that make you unhappy?”

      “It’s just that… I need you… here.” Part of him wanted to give in to his deepest desires and admit his unrequited love, to grab her and kiss her and show her his true feelings. But as the smile melted from her face, replaced by a look of pure confusion, he lost his nerve and added, “Clearly the crypt key is to a tomb in Rogos. You are the only one with any chance of helping us find the tomb and gain access to it. I would hope that after hearing about Eleanor terrorizing Everfield and Nochtbend, you’d be inclined to help us, if for no other reason than to ensure the ongoing freedom of Rogos to remain neutral.”

      Leena’s uncommonly long lashes fluttered, and she squirmed in her chair. Her brow furrowed. “I think once the scroll is translated, I should return to Niven. I am sorry, Colin, but this time away from the temple has challenged my spiritual well-being.”

      He glanced down at his feet. “What’s the freedom of Ouros compared to your spiritual well-being,” he mumbled.

      He thought she must have heard his snide remark, but she didn’t respond to it. Instead, she swallowed hard and glanced away from him. “I am sure, if I have an opportunity to talk to my Quanling, that she will assign a replacement scribe to your mission. I am sure that whoever that is will help you as well or better than I can.”

      “I doubt that very much,” he said, his eyes fixating on her lips.

      Color climbed to her cheeks and Colin felt his dragon coil at the enticing pink blush. She was affected by him, whether she admitted it or not. He suspected with some amount of dismay that that was precisely why she wanted to head back to Niven as soon as possible. Well, he certainly wouldn’t facilitate that plan.

      “I must go back to my tent to meditate.” Hurriedly, she rolled her scroll and placed it in her bag beside the others.

      “I hope I didn’t make you uncomfortable,” he said. “I simply appreciate all you’ve done for this mission. I’ll be sad to see you go.”

      She gave a shallow bow. “And I you, Colin.” Her eyes locked on his, and he could have sworn he saw a spark of something there in their purple depths. “You have no idea the world you’ve opened to me.”

      “Oh?”

      “I bid you good night.” She bowed again quickly and hurried for her tent.

      Colin watched her go, already formulating reasons in his mind why Leena and Leena alone must help with this mission, none of which involved his secret love for her. He only prayed her Quanling would go for it.
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      Colin’s dragon has its jeweled heart set on Leena, but the elf scribe made a vow to her people and doesn’t intend to break it. Still, there’s only so much temptation any woman can bear. Things in Ouros are coming to a head. War has come, and Colin, along with his siblings, is at the center of it all. Can Leena resist the comfort of his embrace in what could be their final days? continue the story with THE DRAGONS OF PARAGON, up next.
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        Titan Beach

        Aeaea Island

        Year of the Goddess: ͵βιθ, Capricorn 2nd

      

      

      I, Leena of Niven, scribe of the Order of the Sacred Pools, continue to document the events unfolding on the island of Aeaea as the Defenders of the Goddess make strides in the effort to liberate Paragon from Empress Eleanor and end her tyrannical expanse of power in Ouros. In recent weeks, Dianthe of Everfield and Sylas of Paragon successfully obtained the five orbs left behind by Medea for those prophesied to challenge the empress.

      As detailed in the scroll of Daluk, each orb held a fragment of a key to the hiding place of the golden grimoire, a book of spells foretold to carry the secret to Eleanor’s undoing. It is widely believed that the book holds the magic of the gods themselves within its pages, and anyone strong enough to wield it will be powerful enough to reign over all of Ouros.

      Last night, Charlie, the daughter of Gabriel and Raven, passed her hand through each of the enchanted orbs and obtained the fragments sealed inside. All five had already proven impervious to the goddess’s tears, dragon fire, and all manner of blade and claw. The fact that the child was able to retrieve each of the objects effortlessly proves Medea’s magic is as relevant to the cause today as it was during her time as queen of Darnuith.

      Once the key was assembled, it proved to be an elven crypt key, which means the golden grimoire is likely hidden somewhere in Rogos in an elf’s tomb. Daluk’s writings are intentionally vague. The location of the crypt and the code to set the key remain a mystery. As Daluk has passed on to the eternal forest, the scribe’s scrolls are the only clues to the grimoire’s whereabouts.

      There is another message hidden by enchantment beneath Daluk’s writings, and it is my belief that the palimpsest holds the answers to obtaining the grimoire. However, no elf or witch magic—not even that of the three sisters—has been able to break the spell concealing it. Worse, before her death, Aborella claimed the only way to read the message was by focusing the three sisters’ magic using the tanglewood tree, which was unfortunately destroyed by fire in the earthly realm centuries ago.

      Unless another solution presents itself soon, the Defenders of the Goddess will find themselves in the position of having to move forward without the grimoire. The circumstances couldn’t be more dire as, just days ago, Everfield fell to Paragon. The Obsidian Guard now occupies what was once the Empyrean Wood and therefore controls trade routes between Nochtbend and the rest of Ouros.

      Colin, leader of the resistance, trains daily with his brother warriors, readying for war, but with Eleanor’s ever-increasing magic and army of immortal dragons, the resistance will need far more help if they are to have any hope of defeating Paragon.
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      “They’re fun to watch, aren’t they?” Dianthe asked, interrupting Leena’s writing.

      Leena stopped her scrawl, the metalwork quill she used poised over the parchment. The finely crafted writing implement looked like a feather but was far more sophisticated. Enchanted to never run out of ink, it was the hallmark of her position as a scribe, as was the enchanted parchment she used that never ran out of room to write. “I’m documenting what’s happening here. Even with the aid of the holiest of sacred pools, no scribe can see Aeaea. I’m the only one who can record these events for the sacred library.”

      Dianthe sat beside her, her wings fluttering as she balanced on the boulder and crossed her legs. The fairy’s long, lithe limbs were not unlike an elf’s, but she moved with a supernatural grace Leena had always admired.

      “You know, you can both appreciate the view and write about it,” she said, flashing Leena an impish smile.

      Leena raised her eyes, and they instantly locked on Colin. Although he was only one of several shirtless masses of muscle performing exercises on the beach, he might as well be moving through his routine alone for how much she noticed the others. Maybe it was his size; he had at least a hundred pounds on his twin, Dianthe’s mate Sylas, and was as large, if not larger, than Gabriel. Golden skin glinted with sweat, his muscles bunching and rippling with his movement.

      Colin pivoted, shouting instructions to the other dragons. They all paired up and started to spar. Sylas and Colin exchanged punches and blocks faster than her eye could follow. Their almost identical garnet rings flashed in the sunlight as their heavily muscled forearms connected again and again.

      The dragons always trained with their wings out. Colin’s were leathery and dark red, almost black, with a lethal-looking hooked talon at each apex. He wielded those massive claws like the weapons they were, hooking into the talons in Sylas’s lighter-colored wings to hold him in place before landing a strike into his brother’s side.

      Everything about Colin designated him as their leader, from the way he carried himself to the confident gleam in his gray eyes that always reminded her of burnished steel. And then there was his arm. Wavelike furrows ran from wrist to neck. She’d watched him snatch the purple orb from the bottom of a sacred pool at superspeed with that arm. It was incredibly brave and equally stupid. The goddess’s tears had burned away his flesh, and he’d fallen on the sand, writhing in agony. She’d tended his wounds following that ordeal. Although he’d healed, the skin of his arm—his right foreleg in dragon form—was permanently scarred.

      Those scars were a symbol of his limitless bravery. A sign of his unreasonable ability to endure pain.

      Yes, any opponent should fear what that arm represented. It was proof that Colin would be the last to give in and he’d never give up. Even if the resistance never found the grimoire, Eleanor would be a fool to underestimate him.

      “Blink, Leena,” Dianthe said. “Breathe.”

      She started, her head snapping around to look at the fairy. “I, uh…” Had she lost herself staring at Colin again? Her cheeks blazed.

      Dianthe’s teasing expression softened, and she placed a hand on her arm. “Please don’t be embarrassed. It’s the rare woman who can claim immunity to a dragon’s charms. I’ve been married to Sylas for decades, and it still makes me feel like a flower in the sun every time he looks in my direction.”

      Leena licked her lips. Maybe it was normal what she was feeling, even though she was a scribe. She pressed her hand into her stomach. “When I look at Colin, it feels as if I’ve jumped off a high place.”

      Dianthe’s brows edged toward each other, her dark skin wrinkling between her eyes. “Just Colin? Or all the dragons?”

      Leena’s face was hot again, and she scratched behind her ear. “Just Colin. It must be because I know him best. I’m sure that is common for females.”

      The fairy brushed a hand over one of her arms as if dusting away something that wasn’t there. “That depends. Can I ask you a personal question, female-to-female?”

      Leena nodded. Desperate to do something with her nervous energy, she returned her quill to its box and began rolling the scroll carefully in her lap.

      “Do you have much experience with males?”

      She chewed her lip, then twitched a nervous smile. “No. Of course not. I’m a scribe.”

      “Not even from before you became a scribe?” Dianthe’s voice was soft and supportive, without a trace of judgment.

      Leena felt she could tell the fairy anything and she’d keep it in the strictest confidence. So she told the truth. “I grew up in the temple, so there is no before.”

      Dianthe tensed beside her, only for a fraction of a second, and then she uncrossed her legs and hugged her knees. “Is that common among your kind?”

      “No.” Leena smiled. Now they were in territory she didn’t care to talk about, no matter how much she knew she could trust Dianthe. Her brow furrowed. “I had special circumstances.” She made her answer curt enough that she was sure her friend wouldn’t push it.

      A long silence stretched between them, punctuated only by the grunts of the warriors practicing in front of them. Leena slid her scroll and the box with her quill into her satchel. She should go back to her tent.

      “It’s just…” Dianthe nudged her arm before she could climb off the stone. “…I wonder why that’s allowed. I mean, your special situation.”

      “Hmm?” Leena didn’t understand what she was getting at.

      Dianthe folded her arms across her middle. “Don’t get me wrong, I’ve always had a deep respect for scribes and the sacrifice all of you make for your beliefs. I wonder, though, how one can give something up before they even know what it is they’re giving up. Aren’t there… things you’re curious about?” Her eyes darted to Colin but didn’t linger.

      All at once, Leena’s skin tightened. She’d been too obvious in her observation of Colin. Dianthe could see right through her to that strange thing he produced in her. Her heart thumped in her chest. “I… It would be inappropriate.”

      Dianthe sighed. “Of course. It’s against the rules.”

      “Not strictly,” Leena admitted. “The Quanling—our superior as female scribes—takes a vow of celibacy, but scribes such as I only take an oath to devote our lives to recording the history of Ouros. That oath is incompatible with marriage, mating, or children as those things would distract us from our calling, but… technically… other things are not prohibited as long as they don’t pull us away from our work.”

      The fairy’s smile widened, one corner of her red lips twitching with amusement Leena wasn’t sure she followed. “Do some scribes often indulge in these other things?”

      Leena scoffed. “Honestly, no. None of us would have the opportunity. We rarely leave the temple or encounter anyone outside the order. Even among our kind, males and females live their lives in separate wings of the temple. We rarely cross paths.”

      “Hmm.” Dianthe drummed her fingers on her knee. “So you are in a unique position then to… broaden your horizons.”

      The innuendo landed in the pit of Leena’s stomach, and her eyes flicked up to Colin of their own accord, her heart pounding harder at the mere idea of experimentation with the golden mountain of shimmering muscle who at that very moment was throwing Sylas to the sand. “Until I become Quanling,” she said absently.

      “Is that something you want to do?”

      Leena took a deep breath and turned back toward Dianthe. “It’s all I’ve ever worked for. If all goes well, I’ll replace my Quanling, Marjory, next year when she retires.”

      “In a year! But you’re so young!”

      Leena wasn’t sure why Dianthe seemed horrified by the idea, but her smile had flipped at her admission. “I started in the order at a young age. I meet all the requirements.”

      Wings fluttering, Dianthe turned her face toward the sun and closed her eyes, seeming to absorb the heat. “Well then, if you have any curiosity about… other things… I guess now would be your chance to get it out of your system.”

      Palms sweaty, Leena checked that Dianthe’s eyes were closed before taking another lingering look at Colin. A thought she’d long suppressed wormed its way to the surface of her mind. Was she attracted to him? Did she want to experiment with the things she would one day swear to leave behind? She shook her head. The very thought was folly.

      Absolutely this was the right time to leave, to slip back to her tent before things became even more confusing. She pushed off the rock and looped her satchel over her head so that the strap fell across her body, adjusting it on her shoulder. But before she could exchange parting words with Dianthe, the three sisters strode onto the beach.

      The three women were a formidable sight. Raven, with her long black hair and striking blue eyes, exuded raw power, even with baby Charlie in her arms. Avery, who had almost identical features as Raven but a curvier build, was never without her sword, and Leena had witnessed her brandish that iron better than any man. Clarissa with her platinum hair and dark roots always struck her as the most unpredictable. The woman was friendly, though occasionally irreverent, and wielded her power in the most unexpected way, through song. Together, the three commanded attention. Immediately, the dragons stopped practicing and looked their way.

      In Raven’s arms, Charlie, who seemed to have grown an inch overnight, pointed to Gabriel and squealed, “Da, Da, Da!” Avery and Clarissa hung back a few steps behind their sister. Strange. It looked almost as if they were dreading what was about to happen.

      Raven raised her chin. “Everyone, if you’ll gather around, we have some news.”
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      Colin wiped the sweat from his eyes, lengthening one arm across his chest while extending his opposing wing to increase the stretch. He moved in closer, curious about what Raven had to say. She looked serious, and it was never a good sign when a powerful witch like her was serious.

      “What’s going on?” he asked as the others filed around him. He noticed Leena at the edge of the crowd of dragons, near Dianthe. He always noticed Leena. His inner dragon seemed to have become a compass that pointed toward her rather than north. He forced himself not to look at her and instead focused on Raven as Gabriel lifted Charlie from her arms.

      “Last night, when we spoke about how Aborella died and what she shared in her last moments, it’s possible some vital information was overlooked,” Raven said.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Dianthe fidget with her hair, her eyes darting toward the sky as if this wasn’t exactly news to her. He narrowed his eyes on Raven. “What kind of information?”

      Avery cleared her throat. “Aborella seemed to think that part of the tanglewood tree remains somewhere in our parents’ bar—the Three Sisters—in the Earth realm.”

      “Do you mean to tell me that, where you are from, your parents own a tavern called the Three Sisters?” Sylas grimaced, a low growl rumbling from his chest. “Prophetic, wouldn’t you say? Why didn’t you mention this last night? We were under the impression we’d have to find a way to do this without the book. Why would you hide something like this?”

      “Easy, Sylas.” Colin placed a hand on his twin’s chest, although he could understand his brother’s unease. When Sylas and his mate had returned from their journey to find the orbs and Dianthe and Avery had shared how Aborella had died at Avery’s hand, they were all led to believe that all hope of translating the scroll was likely lost, burned with the tanglewood tree. This news meant that someone was holding back information during their debrief—information that could change everything.

      “I needed time to process what she told me. It didn’t exactly make sense,” Avery said defensively.

      Sidling up to her sister, Clarissa shot Sylas a look hard enough to have been a physical push. “Let’s not get our hopes up, okay? Aborella wasn’t always honest, and even if what she said is true, if any part of the tree is there, it will be complicated for us to find.”

      “What’s so complicated about it?” Colin had a bad feeling about this.

      “We know for sure that most of the tree was used as fuel to burn my ancestor, Circe—Medea’s sister—at the stake,” Raven said. “Aborella wasn’t specific about what she saw. If any part of the tree survived, it’s been hidden for over three hundred years. For all we know, it could be sealed into a wall or rotting under the floorboards. It won’t be easy to find, and it means returning to New Orleans, where we’re vulnerable. The entire reason we came here to Aeaea was to escape the possibility that Hera or Eleanor was tracking us. She did once with Scoria. She can do it again.”

      Gabriel’s eyes blazed red with his suspicion. “Could be a trap. Aborella was bound to Eleanor. This all might be a ploy to lure us off the island.”

      Avery dug her toe in the sand. “I don’t think it was a ploy. I can’t prove it, but if you were there—”

      “I agree with Avery,” Dianthe said. “I think Aborella was telling the truth.”

      Colin bristled. His siblings and their mates had fled Earth for good reason. Eleanor could track them if they left Aeaea where Circe’s celestial protection shielded them from Eleanor’s blood magic. Eleanor wanted Charlie dead. The prophecy said that the child would be her undoing and the end of Paragon as they knew it. The empress had broken through Nathaniel’s strongest wards to try to murder the babe. If it weren’t for Aborella’s warning, the child might not have made it out alive.

      “Ye won’t be goin’ alone, that’s fir sure,” Xavier said, crossing his arms over his bare chest and staring at Avery as if willing her to fight him on that point.

      Nathaniel seemed equally peeved by the idea. He reached a hand toward his hip, most likely reaching for his pipe, then seemed to realize he wasn’t wearing his usual suit and crossed his arms, echoing Xavier’s stance. “Definitely not going alone,” he said, his British accent growing stronger with his anger. “You’ll need my magic to travel safely to New Orleans. Public transportation would be suicide.”

      Gabriel grunted. “Our home in New Orleans has the strongest blood ward I’ve ever encountered, thanks to Raven. We’ll be safe, at least while we are within its walls.”

      Contemplating the news, Colin ran a hand along his scarred arm, hating that there wasn’t a better alternative. As the leader of the Defenders of the Goddess, he knew the others were waiting for his blessing, but it was risky sending the three sisters back into the earthly realm. Strategically, the resistance needed their magic if they were to have any hope of defeating Eleanor, and personally, he would never forgive himself if something happened to one of his siblings or their mates. But the promise of the grimoire was enough bait to get him to bite. It was their best and truest hope of salvation.

      “If there’s a chance the key to finding the grimoire is on Earth, we have to try,” he said. “Raven, Avery, Clarissa, Gabriel, Xavier, and Nathaniel will go. Between the six of you, you should be strong enough to keep one another safe.”

      “Seven,” Raven said. “We’re not going anywhere without Charlie.”

      Colin growled. “It isn’t safe—”

      Raven’s eyes flared, and the ground rumbled beneath his feet. “She’s safe where her mother and father are.”

      He wasn’t going to fight with that. Coming between a witch and her daughter was far beyond his pay grade. A quick glance at Gabriel confirmed he didn’t have a problem with it. If his brother thought the best course of action was taking the child, Colin wouldn’t force the issue. “Fine. The seven of you will go, find the piece of the tree, and return here.”

      A murmur passed through the others.

      Raven gave him a curt nod. “We’ll try our best to be quick about it.”

      “Excellent.” Colin knew he was being hopelessly optimistic, but he felt good about this move. “With any luck, you’ll find the tree and we’ll have the enchantment on that scroll cracked before things heat up any more on Ouros. We need to know the content of Medea’s message.”

      The group dispersed, and Colin allowed himself the pleasure of glancing in Leena’s direction, but she wasn’t there. He caught the back of her dark copper braid as she disappeared into the jungle in the direction of her tent. Odd. Almost like she was running away.
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      Leena hadn’t come to dinner, and Colin was tempted to go find her.

      Funny thing, temptation. As the youngest heir to the throne of Paragon, Colin had plenty of experience with it and the disappointment that followed when acting on that temptation led to disaster.

      When he was seven, he’d been tempted to skip lessons and play in the garden with the cook’s son. How he loved their games. It was the most fun he’d ever had until they were caught.

      That was his first lesson that having a royal title wouldn’t buy him an ounce of sympathy. They’d both been returned to the palace, where he was whipped by his father, Killian. Dragons were immortal and healed quickly, but a switch against one’s backside hurt, nonetheless. The sting was permanently branded on his memory.

      Worse, he’d had to watch as his friend received the same from the cook. There was no mercy in those blows, and Colin had witnessed the twinkle of something innocent and pure extinguish from his playmate’s eyes with every strike. The punishment was enough to permanently end their young kinship. The cook, after all, must have feared that his son would cost him his job in the palace. Colin rarely saw the boy after that.

      When Colin was fourteen, during one of the family’s many royal balls, he’d been tempted to lead a Highborn’s daughter out into the same garden for a different sort of play. Perhaps it was a testament to how hormonally distracted he was that he thought things had changed, that being last in the birth order would allow him more freedom to do as he pleased. After all, he never expected to be king. At any rate, his choice of destination could only be chalked up to youthful senselessness. It was arguably the worst hiding spot in the palace.

      Surprisingly, when Colin was caught with his hand up her dress, Killian didn’t punish him. Instead, he was given a long lecture on the realities of his royal responsibilities. Although the girl might be a temporary distraction, she was not marriage material, and therefore he must be careful not to attach himself. No political gains could be had by the match, after all.

      Later, Colin noticed the girl’s eyes refused to meet his, and his heart broke at the loss of something—he wasn’t sure what—that never had a chance to become.

      At twenty and as a fully grown dragon, Colin was tempted to pummel Marius in the pits. All his life, he’d been warned that the younger heirs must never win against their eldest brother. As the one destined to take the throne opposite his sister, Rowan, Marius must always be presented as the strongest and the smartest of the royal clan. Truthfully, Colin thought he was nothing but the haughtiest. But the night Colin gave in to temptation and knocked him on his pompous ass, he was disqualified, accused of cheating, and banned from the pits for an entire season.

      And finally, three hundred years ago, a new temptation caught his fancy. It happened after Colin witnessed his uncle Brynhoff murder Marius in the Great Mountain Hall of the Obsidian Palace. Everything changed after that. Scattered to the winds, he and his siblings were suddenly free of any whim other than their own. Oh, he’d followed Nathaniel for a time and then settled in Romania for a few decades, but when temptation struck again, he disobeyed his mother’s warnings and returned to Paragon.

      That was when he’d learned what she’d done. That was when he’d been tempted to destroy her and his wicked uncle too. It took centuries to build a solid network of resistors across the five kingdoms, and when he caught up with Sylas on the island of Aeaea, he allowed himself to give in to temptation once more and dream of vengeance. He vowed to bring their mother and uncle to justice.

      If history was any sort of teacher, he should expect to fail at this too. He was prepared to fail. Prepared for disappointment. But he’d never give up on the Defenders of the Goddess. Not until either he or Eleanor was dead.

      After all that, he should be an expert at dealing with temptation. But he found himself experiencing a different sort than he’d ever experienced before. His dragon wanted Leena. Wanted her like he’d never wanted anyone, like a bird longs for the sky. Unfortunately, his feelings for her were doomed to be unrequited.

      Leena was a scribe, part of a religious order that took a vow to devote their lives to chronicling the history of Ouros. He’d been lucky even to have these weeks alone with her. Normally the scribes never left the temple. Leena might have spent her entire life gazing into a pool of tears and chronicling what she saw in its reflection if he hadn’t ended up at the temple library and employed her help in researching ways to stop Eleanor.

      But she was here now, on Aeaea, at least until the three sisters translated Medea’s scroll. She’d been assigned to protect it, and he knew she’d guard it with her life until it was safely returned to the temple library.

      So when she didn’t come to dinner, he simply had to know why, and although on some level he understood she must want to be alone, he couldn’t resist the temptation to seek her out. He found her on the beach, watching the suns set over the horizon, the sky painted with turquoise and amethyst in a fantastic display of color that was unique to Aeaea.

      “Good news about the three sisters.” He cleared his throat and watched her dark copper braid slide off her shoulder as she turned her head to look at him. Her violet eyes sparked as if they were ignited by the sunset behind her. Fragments of the same color purple that streaked the sky flecked her irises, almost as if the heavens had leaked into her. It left him breathless.

      “Colin! You startled me. I thought you were at supper?”

      “I was. You weren’t. I was worried.” He searched her face. “The sisters and their mates send their goodbyes. They left right after the meal.”

      Leena adjusted the neck of her robe and stepped closer to him. Mountain help him, a whisper of blackcurrants and wild primrose wafted through his senses, sending his inner dragon into a frenzy. He schooled his features and tried not to breathe.

      “I wasn’t hungry.” She toyed with her collar again. “I was thinking about what Raven said. If they find the tree, they’ll translate the scroll.”

      “Exactly what we’ve been waiting for. This could be the break we need.”

      The corners of her mouth lifted into a shallow smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. She turned her attention to a shell in the sand. “It is great news. How long do you think it will take?”

      He sighed. “Days. Weeks. Who knows? This island was created to be a prison for Circe. That means the only way off is by ship to Crete. They can’t simply open a portal between realms as they could if they were in Paragon. Once on Crete, Nathaniel can help them travel by magic, but I’m not sure how far or how fast. And once they’re there, they’ll have to find the tree—what’s left of it anyway. Even if I could estimate how long all that would take, time flows differently on Earth. Makes it impossible to guess when they’ll return.”

      She sighed and turned away from him, back toward the sea, looking almost saddened. It didn’t make sense. She should have been ecstatic. She’d repeatedly mentioned her desire to return to Rogos. “Are you disappointed it won’t happen faster?”

      Her brows knit as she answered him. “Not exactly.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “I shouldn’t have come here. I shouldn’t have left the temple.”

      “What are you talking about? Do you even realize how much you’ve helped us?” Perhaps it was ill-advised to move closer to her, but he took her by the shoulders, wanting to make her believe that every word he spoke was true. “I would have never found the first orb without your help… or the scroll. You are the reason we have a fighting chance against Eleanor. We needed you, Leena. We still need you.”

      A low, feeble sound came from deep in her throat, and she shook her head. “You don’t understand, Colin. I took an oath to devote myself to the goddess. Being here has distracted me from my calling.”

      Was that a tear in the corner of her eye? Colin frowned. Why was this affecting her so strongly? “Leena,” he said softly, “we are called the Defenders of the Goddess for a reason. We’ve learned that Eleanor’s ultimate goal is to kill the goddess and take her place. While I have my reservations about whether that’s possible, she’s a threat to everything the goddess created and a threat to Ouros. How is it that you believe you’re not devoting yourself to the goddess when everything you’ve done these past weeks has helped us take a giant leap forward in defending her and the traditions she set in place?”

      “It’s not that what you’re doing isn’t important. I know I’ve helped, and I know… You’re going to change the world, Colin.” She lifted her gaze to his, and her tears made the violet color of her eyes go electric with inner light. “It’s just… It’s just…”

      He lowered his voice to a soothing whisper and swept his thumb under her eye. It came away wet. His chest sank with a deep protective instinct. What was hurting her? How could he stop it? “You can tell me anything, Leena. I’m on your side. Are you homesick? Are you afraid you’re missing something in Rogos?”

      “No.” The word pinched off in her throat, her gaze darting sideways as if she couldn’t bear to look directly at him. “I… I fear that I have enjoyed my time here a bit too much.”

      He had to consciously stop his fingers from digging into her shoulders as his dragon rushed to the underside of his skin. Had he heard her correctly? Was he reading too much into her words to think she was talking about him… Them? He swallowed the thickness in his throat, aching for her to elaborate. “I’ve enjoyed having you here too.”

      “I… I never thought I’d feel like this, like I’ve tasted the corner of life and suddenly want to consume the whole thing.” She backed away from him, and he let her go. “My whole life, I’ve watched the world go by in a pool of the goddess’s tears. I’ve seen our world from every angle. Every kingdom. I thought I had everything. I thought I knew Ouros better than anyone. But… but…”

      “But life is more than a reflection of someone else’s experiences.” He finished her sentence using the softest voice he could muster, but she flinched anyway and looked at him as if he’d injured her. “I’m sorry. I take it back. That was rude of me. I didn’t mean to put words in your mouth.”

      “No. You’re right.” She wiped the tears from her cheeks. “I never realized how much I was missing. The food here. The freedom.” Her gaze met his and held it. “The people.”

      His skin tingled with the need to touch her, but he kept his hands by his side. They were in uncharted territory. On his end, he felt himself drawn to her by some sort of magnetism or gravity. It almost hurt to deny it. And in her eyes, he thought he saw a similar sentiment. But he reminded himself that she was an innocent, an inexperienced scribe. She couldn’t know what it did to him for her to hold his stare. She couldn’t know how much he wanted her.

      “Dianthe made me realize today that this may be my last and only opportunity to… sample life before I return to the temple for good. I’m on a path to becoming Quanling—”

      He cleared his throat. “If there’s anything you’d like to try before you go back, I’ll make it happen.” He shifted his gaze to the sea to break the tension. “Then, when you go back to the temple, you’ll have the memories of your time here. It will make your descriptions in the scrolls even more vivid and give you enough memories to last a lifetime.” How painful it was to think about her going back. How he wished there was a chance he could make her his. But he wasn’t a predator. No matter how much he wanted her, there would be no honor in trying to seduce a scribe.

      He was surprised when her hand landed on the bare skin of his arm. Her fingers were long and tapered. Elves in general were shaped narrower and leaner than dragons. Lithe would be the word for the people of Rogos. Leena radiated grace and beauty.

      Never had a simple touch turned him inside out as hers did. His brow furrowed. “What do you want, Leena?”

      Her eyes narrowed, and she licked her lips. When she spoke, her voice was low, as if she feared someone might hear them. “There’s something I’d like to try, something I could never do in the temple and may never have the chance to do again.”

      Colin held absolutely still. “What’s that?”

      She closed the space between them. Both her hands moved to his chest, her touch a brand through the thin material of his tunic. The tips of her nails scraped over his shoulders, into the short hair at the base of his skull. He forced himself to swallow, and the sound of it blared exceptionally loud in his ears, the pounding of his heart a background rhythm that grew louder with her nearness.

      And then she kissed him.

      Colin was no stranger to temptation. He locked his hands at his sides, his mind reeling with the feel of her mouth on his, her floral scent invading his space, a welcome and intoxicating storm of his senses. He tentatively returned the kiss, completely lost to the moment. Her lips parted, and there was no denying his need. His inner dragon took over, and his hands lifted of their own accord.

      One hand fisted the back of her dark copper hair, and the other banded her waist, clutching her against his body. He invaded her mouth, stroked along her tongue. Mine, his inner dragon bellowed inside his head.

      Desire clamped him like a vise. He needed her. Needed to be in her, deep. Under her skin. To mark her as his.

      Leena welcomed his response with a moan, opening wider for him. Her nails scraped along his back, under his wings. He wanted nothing more than to remove his shirt, but no way would he break the kiss to do so. Instead, he endeavored to show her with his mouth exactly what those nails did to him. His trill rumbled in his chest.

      She froze. He pulled her closer, but she shoved her hands against his chest and another sliver of space appeared between them. “That sound…”

      “My inner dragon.”

      “Your mating trill.”

      He nodded. “Be mine, Leena. Don’t go back to the temple.” It was out of his mouth before he could question his sanity.

      All the color drained from her face, and she pushed him away. “No. I can’t. I’m so sorry. Oh dear goddess, this was a mistake.”

      “What? No—”

      “Colin, I can’t.”

      The words crushed his soul as completely as if a tsunami had risen from the sea and flattened him to the beach. Cool air rushed between their bodies. It might as well have been a bucket of ice. He stared, stunned silent, as she turned on her heel and ran.
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        New Orleans, LA

      

      

      Raven blinked into existence on a sidewalk in the Garden District of New Orleans, her sisters’ hands sweaty in her own. Even their mates looked beat. They’d sailed to Crete and hadn’t wasted a breath before using a series of portals to reach Louisiana. Dragon magic or not, three hops across thousands of miles drained a person.

      “Please tell me this is it,” Nathaniel said, eyeing the Greek Revival home that stood to his left, set well back from the sidewalk and behind a wrought-iron fence. “I don’t think I can do it again.”

      “Aye. Feels like someone’s squeezed me ’bout the middle like a lemon,” Xavier added. Even his kilt seemed to hang crookedly, the fabric itself drained of color like the rest of him. Avery leaned heavily into the Scot’s side, and it was unclear who was holding up whom.

      “This is it,” Gabriel confirmed.

      Charlie was asleep in her carrier strapped to his chest, one fluffy white wing peeking out from the navy-blue fabric sling.

      Raven’s stomach rumbled, and her muscles trembled with exhaustion as she hobbled toward the gate. For the middle of the night, it was remarkably bright in the Garden District. The homes on either side of their Prytania Street address were adorned with twinkling lights. Across the street, a small herd of glowing reindeer nibbled on the lawn. The others seemed to notice that at the same time she did.

      “Fucking hell,” Avery said. “What day is it here?”

      Raven frowned. “I have no idea.” Her phone was at the bottom of the ocean, lost in the shipwreck before they’d reached Aeaea. “Let’s get inside and find out.”

      “It looks like Christmas, but it couldn’t be. We haven’t been gone for that long,” Clarissa said.

      Gabriel groaned. “Time flows differently here than on Ouros. Raven’s right, though. We should move inside. We’re not safe here.” He glanced furtively in both directions.

      Nathaniel puffed on his pipe. “No worries. The time shift is a bit disorienting but nothing a few days of rest won’t cure.”

      “Are you kidding?” Avery asked incredulously. “With it being the holidays, once my mother finds out we’re in town, we won’t rest for a minute.”

      “Shh!” Gabriel gestured toward the gate. “Raven, if you please. We can continue this conversation across the threshold and inside the wards.”

      She approached the gate, the granite slab under it inscribed with to aíma tou aímatós mou, roughly translated: blood of my blood.

      Xavier stared at the dingy home beyond. There were no lights up in their yard, the front garden was poorly tended, and the window screens of the butter-colored house looked as if they’d started to rust. He grunted. “Have you no oread? The place looks abandoned.”

      “No. It looks exactly as it did the day we bought it,” Raven said. “Nothing to see here. An old home in need of renovation but not dilapidated. The type of thing the eye simply skips over.” Raven reached for the gate, its wrought iron showing the slightest bit of rust and wear.

      Nathaniel took a puff off his ever-present pipe. “The dreadful appearance is intentional, then?”

      Holding open the gate, Raven smiled. “Touch Gabriel or me as you step over the threshold.”

      Avery’s hand landed on her shoulder. As she stepped across the granite, her expression morphed into one of pure wonder. Raven helped the others through and then followed them inside, closing the gate and the wards behind her.

      The scene around her changed. The grass greened brighter than it should have for the time of year, and the house took on a fresh coat of butter-yellow paint. The shutters straightened themselves, and the windows lost a coat of grime, each one glowing from within with the light of a single candle. Lights twinkled from the rooftops like Christmas jewels.

      “Holy shit.” Clarissa sidled up to Raven on the lawn and elbowed her side. “You’re some kind of magical genius. This spell held up even while you were gone?”

      “It’s complicated magic. Draws on the supernatural energy of the city. We’re not the only thing that goes bump in the night here.” Raven watched her mate stride to the front door. It opened before he reached it, and he stopped, spreading his arms. She pictured Juniper and Hazel clinging to him, feeding off his energy. She couldn’t blame the two oreads for choosing to remain invisible. Not only were they in the presence of strangers, but they’d also been left alone without her mate’s energy for months.

      Finally, Gabriel lowered his arms and passed inside. She followed him, the others filtering in behind her.

      “Welcome home, mistress,” a silvery, disembodied voice said. “The rooms are prepared, and Juniper is serving supper in the dining room.”

      “Thank you, Hazel.”

      Inside, the house glowed. Bows of lighted evergreen hung around each doorframe and along the stair rail. The bright smell of pine and cinnamon filled her lungs. The feast that awaited them at the long ebony table of the dining room included hot chocolate and some sort of fluffy peppermint dessert that made her mouth water. Suddenly she was starving.

      “Mama?” Charlie stirred in her carrier, and Gabriel lifted her out of the sling and put her on his hip. She spread her fluffy white wings and pointed at the leg of lamb at the center of the table.

      “Out of the mouths of babes.” Xavier selected a plate and handed one to Avery.

      Stomach rumbling, Raven didn’t hesitate to reach for a plate too but screamed when a blur of calico leaped toward her face. She dodged, and her cat, Artemis, landed on the floor near her feet.

      Whoosh!

      Charlie dove from Gabriel’s arms in a flurry of white feathers and swooped to the floor. Artemis screeched, and when her daughter turned, Raven could see why. Charlie gripped Artemis in her teeth.

      “Charlie, no!” Raven yelled, finger pointing at the girl’s button nose.

      Charlie’s mouth dropped open. Artemis fell to her feet, meowed angrily, and scrambled away in a tornado of claws and flying fur. Tears welled in her daughter’s eyes, which had grown as wide as saucers.

      Gabriel swept her up and patted her back as a wail broke the barrier of her shock. “She doesn’t know any better, Raven. Try not to yell. You’re scaring her.”

      “She tried to eat the cat!” Raven said tersely. “Something had to be done.”

      With another poof of white feathers, Charlie wiggled from Gabriel’s grip and flew to the table, where she landed near the lamb and unceremoniously sank her teeth into it.

      “I guess she’s hungry,” Clarissa said, hiding a laugh behind her upturned plate.

      Raven shook a finger at her sister. “Don’t encourage her. It’s not funny.” She tried her best not to laugh and only succeeded in pressing her lips tightly together as the sides of her mouth lifted.

      Avery snickered.

      “Charlie, come here. I’ll fix you a plate.” Raven reached for her daughter, but the little girl tore off a piece of meat and flew to the top of the china cabinet, where she ate from her hands while she surveyed them all from above.

      For a second, Raven just stared at her daughter, thinking how feral she looked tearing into the meat with her teeth. Then panic planted a seed and grew a little garden in her mind. “She can fly.” Raven gaped at Gabriel. “Our daughter can fly!”

      “Yes, she can,” Gabriel said proudly.

      “What are we going to do? She looks like a wild animal. I can’t have her flying across the room every time she sees something meaty! What about Mom? The last time she saw me, I was pregnant. I can’t bring this with me into her world.” She pointed a hand at her daughter.

      Nathaniel tapped his pipe against his chin. “We could drug her if you’re not averse.”

      Raven gave him an incredulous look. “Of course I’m averse! I’m not going to let you tranquilize my baby.”

      “Perhaps ye could make a changlin’ baby from magic. Animate a doll or such,” Xavier offered.

      Clarissa tipped her head. “That is a tall order. Sarah and David are going to want to hold their grandchild. It would take one hell of a spell to make a fake Charlie seem human.”

      “Can we borrow a baby?” Nathaniel asked. “Surely you must have some American friend who can—”

      “Lend me their newborn?” Raven fixed him with a pointed stare. “Sorry, no.”

      “Now that you say it, it does sound like a rather steep ask.” Nathaniel tugged at the cuffs of his suit jacket. “Only trying to help.”

      Avery’s face turned solemn. “Maybe we should tell her the truth.”

      “Now I’m sure you’re crazy!” Raven blurted. “Maybe I could pretend to still be pregnant. Technically, I conceived in February, which would make a human due date of November, but we were married in June. Could I convince her the pregnancy happened after?”

      Avery rolled her eyes. “She suspected you were pregnant on your wedding day. Plus, you must have mentioned a due date to her.”

      “No. I don’t think I did.” Raven tried to remember. “It’s the simplest solution. We can leave Charlie here with the oreads, and I can pretend to be”—she did a quick calculation—“seven months pregnant with a March due date.”

      “And in March, then what?”

      “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

      Avery sighed and started loading her plate. “It’s Christmas, Raven. We are going to show up at Mom’s, and she’s going to have a million questions about where we’ve been and what we’ve been doing. Do you know how hurtful it’s probably been for her not to hear from us all this time? All she knows is that her three daughters have fallen off the face of the earth for months. How long can we keep this up without breaking her heart? What excuse could you possibly give for not calling her when the baby is born?”

      Raven felt her face grow hot, and she tossed up her hands. “I don’t know, Avery! I’ve been a little preoccupied with staying alive and finding the golden grimoire. Oh, and raising a flying, meat-eating baby. Cut me some slack here!”

      “I’m just saying sometimes the truth is the best option.” Avery used her fingers to pop a green bean between her teeth and then took a seat across the table.

      Gabriel rubbed a hand over his face. “What would happen if we told her the truth?”

      Raven gasped. “Not you too? She’ll never believe it. She’ll think we’ve all gone mad.”

      Avery pointed at Charlie, who’d finished her meat and was dangling her chubby feet over the side of the china cabinet. “How can you deny it with that in front of you?”

      Raven scowled.

      “I think you underestimate your mom,” Clarissa chimed in. “She’s run the Three Sisters for most of her life. She herself told me the restaurant is steeped in folklore. Maybe she’d take it in stride.”

      With a shrug, Nathaniel raised his pipe in her direction. “If it goes terribly wrong, I can always wipe her memory.”

      Raven looked to Gabriel for backup, but her mate wasn’t any help. He had the look on his face of a man who desperately wanted someone else to solve this problem.

      He growled deep in his throat and rumbled, “If she did know the truth, it might make it easier for us to find what we are looking for. She could be a huge asset.”

      Raven crossed her arms and stared up at Charlie. The babe pushed off the cabinet, her little wings catching the air, and soared down into Raven’s arms. Her big blue eyes seemed to hold a question and an apology. Raven hugged her and kissed her cheek. “I love you, but no cat. Artemis isn’t food.”

      Charlie giggled in response.

      Raven sighed. “So we tell Mom the truth. What could possibly go wrong?”

      “Why focus on the negative?” Clarissa said, cutting around Charlie’s bite marks to serve herself a chunk of meat. “Think about all that could go right.”

      Avery lifted her glass of wine and tapped the glass to her chin. “Personally, I’ll consider it a win if Mom doesn’t die of a stroke.” She gave a breathy chuckle.

      Raven met Gabriel’s gaze. Neither of them laughed.
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      What had she done? Leena bolted to her tent, so distracted she almost ran into the wrong one. All she’d wanted to do was feel what it was like to be kissed. She’d never been kissed. She’d lived in the temple since she was nine years old. Who would she have kissed?

      Oh, but she hadn’t realized what a single kiss could do. It seemed so innocuous from the outside, a simple touch of lips. With Colin, it had been so much more. She pressed her fingers against her mouth as she remembered the heat of it, the way her stomach had dropped and her body had tingled deliciously in his arms. That kiss had kindled an ache in her she’d never experienced before.

      His flesh had been sinfully hard against her chest, but his lips had been soft and welcoming. And the longer their mouths touched, the more a strange and wonderful pressure had built inside her. It lingered even now, her inner self fluttering like a leaf in the wind while an unexpected weight pooled between her legs. How could one both ache and feel light as a feather at the same time?

      The way his tongue had danced with her own enchanted her. She might have explored that dance for hours had the rumble in his chest not alerted her to how the encounter was changing. His hands, his mouth, had grown more demanding, and when he’d asked her to be his, she knew she was playing with fire.

      Of all the sensations the kiss had ignited in her, the warmth that had blossomed at the center of her chest at the sound of his trill had been the most surprising and alarming. At that point, she knew without a doubt that the kiss would never be just a kiss. It wasn’t only an experiment. The feelings it stirred up were far more permanent, more dangerous. She shook her head.

      “Leena?” His voice came from outside the door to her tent.

      She tangled her fingers together in front of her stomach. If she remained quiet, would he assume she wasn’t there and go away?

      “Leena, I know you’re in there. We need to talk about what just happened.”

      Drawing a deep breath, she released it slowly and steeled her spine. She was an adult and an elf scribe. She could handle this.

      “Come in,” she said in the lightest, most unflustered voice she could find, even though inside she was trembling.

      He slipped through the tent flap and moved to stand in front of her. Dear goddess, his gray eyes sparked silver in the dim light, and the muscles in his arms bunched as he crossed them over his chest. Nothing short of stunning. That fluttering ache grew stronger still.

      “You kissed me.” He stared at her as if he was expecting an explanation.

      “It was an accident.”

      His eyes narrowed to slits. “An accident?”

      “Can we forget it ever happened?”

      “No.” He chuckled, low and gritty as if his throat were lined with cinders. “Your lips didn’t fall from the sky and land on mine.”

      She focused on his right biceps, on the wavelike scar that ran its length. He was not a man who was easily distracted from his goals. He wouldn’t be the type to let this go.

      Turning from him, she rubbed her palms together in tiny circles and paced the length of the tent. How could she explain? “I just wanted to try it. This was my one and only chance. Once I go back to my old life, I won’t be free to… indulge in any… experimenting.”

      “Mmm-hmm.” He rubbed the side of his jaw. “Why did you choose to experiment with me?”

      A chill ran through her. She swallowed down an unexpected urge to tell him she’d wanted to kiss him and him alone for a long time. What good could come from admitting something like that? Besides, she was starting to think she was simply confused, caught up in the moment. “You were there. We were alone. I’ve come to trust you.”

      He jerked back. “You trust me? Do you mean you understood that I was safe to experiment on?”

      She shrugged apologetically. “You said you’d help me try anything I’d like before I return to the temple.”

      He gaped at her, gobsmacked. “I thought you meant tribiscal wine or cliff jumping. I didn’t think it would involve your tongue down my throat for sport.”

      Uh-oh. The look of disgust on his face made it clear that she’d offended him. “You’re a man of honor. I shouldn’t have kissed you the way I did without asking your permission first. I am sorry, Colin. It was wrong of me.”

      He nodded slowly. “Nice story.”

      “Hmm?” She shook her head.

      “I think you’re full of shit.”

      She gasped. “Colin, I said I was sorry. You don’t have to be rude.”

      “You are. Full. Of. Shit.” He moved nearer. Leather and cloves filled her senses. His scent. Close, warm, dragon male. She’d noticed it before on the beach, but here in the cramped quarters of the tent, it was unmistakable.

      She rubbed her nose to distract herself from the intoxicating fragrance. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      Her back bumped the wall of the tent, and she realized she’d been retreating from him, but now there was no place left to go. His superior height left her tipping her head back so she could see him clearly as he moved in even closer, until only a fraction of an inch separated her from his distinctly male smile.

      “This is what I think, Leena. I think you’re attracted to me. I think you kissed me because you were drawn to me just as I am drawn to you and have been for a long time.”

      She shook her head. “No. No, Colin. I can’t. Scribes don’t—”

      He laughed. “Scribes don’t experiment with kissing?” He reached out and lifted her braid between his fingers, stroking it with his thumb in a way that made her long to be that plait of hair, long to feel that touch on her skin.

      “Scribes…” She didn’t want to hurt him, but she needed him to know the truth. “Scribes can experiment, but we don’t mate or marry. We swore an oath to our work. Our only permanent attachment can be to the goddess. Kissing you was an experiment. Just physical. But when I heard your trill, I knew it was more for you. I knew I had to stop.”

      He chucked her under the chin with his knuckle. “Here’s what I think. When you kissed me, you were experimenting with far more than a little lip-lock. You were testing what it might be like to have a different life. You’re questioning whether being a scribe is the future you want. When I asked you to be mine, you considered it and that scared you.” His last words came out as a whisper, but she had no problem hearing them. He was so close now he said it directly into her ear.

      Her body started to tremble, and her eyes burned with unshed tears. “Yes,” she blurted. “Does that make you feel better? I thought about it. I considered it. I was tempted. Is that what you want to hear?”

      “Yes!” His brows lifted with his smile. “Leena, you don’t have to go back. Quit the temple and become my mate. You can choose.”

      “Can I?” She scoffed. “Give up everything I’ve ever known for the promise of something I don’t? I should leave one lifetime commitment for another so easily?”

      He grunted and tugged at one ear. “Okay, when you put it that way, I can see why you’d have reservations.”

      “I have more than simple reservations, Colin.” Heat from his body was doing wicked things to her insides. She sidestepped and moved to the other side of the tent. “The Temple of the Sacred Pools isn’t a tavern or an inn. I can’t leave and return on a whim. If I give up my quill and my duties as a scribe, there’s no going back. If I make a mistake, it can’t be undone.”

      His brow furrowed. “There’s no rejoining after you quit?”

      She shook her head.

      “When dragons mate, they mate for life,” he rumbled. “I would never leave you.”

      “There is nothing more permanent in Rogos than the devotion of a scribe to their work for the goddess.” Leena toyed with her braid. They were talking in circles. “You were right before.”

      “About what?” Hope flared in his eyes again, and her stomach dropped to know she was about to extinguish that hope for good.

      “My actions weren’t an accident. I kissed you, and I meant to kiss you.”

      “Leena…” He reached for her, and she dodged.

      “This is a warning from the goddess. I’ve stayed too long outside the temple. I’ve allowed the wider world to influence my mind. And the temptations I’m feeling, they’re just a symptom of my distraction.”

      He raised his palms to her. “No, Leena, I don’t think that’s it.”

      “I want you to take me back to the temple now… I mean, as soon as possible,” she said firmly. The answer came to her like a light in the dark. She’d thought he was safe, but nothing could be further from the truth. Only distancing herself from him would break the attraction between them. She was too weak to withstand the temptation any other way.

      “What?” All at once, a look of panic came over him, and he shook his head. “What about… what about the scroll? We’re about to go to war, Leena. The Defenders of the Goddess don’t have a prayer against Eleanor without you.”

      She did her best to hide the swell of pride it gave her to hear that he needed her, that the resistance needed her. It was too bad the feeling simply proved her hypothesis. She was becoming proud, lustful, and disconnected from her monastic life.

      “You will have your scroll. You will escort me back to the Temple of the Sacred Pools, and I will request that my Quanling assign a replacement curator for the scroll. I will hand over my duties to him or her, and they will return with you here.” She flourished her hand to drive home how simple the plan was. “You said it could take the three sisters and their mates a few weeks to find the tanglewood tree. Even with the difference in time flow between our worlds, you and my replacement could be back here before they are.”

      Colin became flustered, a muscle in his jaw twitching. “Don’t do this, Leena,” he said softly. “Stay here. Give this time. See where it might go.”

      The sheer need in his voice almost undid her. Right now, he reminded her of a mountain cat with a thorn in his paw. He wanted her to tend the wound, but doing so was a dangerous game that brought her far too close to his razor-sharp teeth. Worse, her entire being ached for his bite. She’d wanted more than just a kiss. If she weren’t careful, she could lose herself in him. “I’m sorry, Colin. I wish to go. Today. If you will not do it, I will ask Sylas and Dianthe to escort me—”

      “No!” The thought seemed to offend him, and he jerked as if the words burned. “I promised to guard you and the scroll if you would help us, and I will see that promise through to the end.” His brows became two dark slashes over hard, ice-cold eyes. “Pack your bags. We leave in the morning.”
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      Grigori sailed through the window and into Eleanor’s ritual room looking worn, his gray feathers rumpled. Eleanor allowed the peregrine to land on her arm, its claws harmlessly digging into her skin. Hera herself had gifted her the falcon, transforming one of her prized peacocks into a replacement for Aborella after the fairy perished. Although the bird looked like the other messenger birds in her employ, this one was special. This one was a spy.

      “You’ve come a long way, my friend. Your wings smell of the sea air. What do you have to show me?” She closed her eyes and allowed the peregrine’s memories to fill her brain.

      The three sisters sat on the beach, discussing where to find the golden grimoire. She watched the scene unfold, her heartbeat advancing to a gallop. So they had to go to Earth to obtain pieces of something called the tanglewood tree. Where had she heard of that before? Oh, she was aware it was Raven’s last name, but there was something else about the tree. Any recollection of the tanglewood tree slipped through her fingers as the vision ended with the sisters and their mates sailing toward Crete from Aeaea.

      Eleanor blinked again and came back into her own head. She stroked the bird’s feathers. “Well done, Grigori. You clever, clever bird. Let’s find you a treat.”

      She rose and crossed the room to a glass tank where a narwit and her babies cowered in the corner away from her. She reached in and grabbed one of the tiny pink creatures, tossing it by the tail toward Grigori’s beak. He snatched it out of the air and swallowed it whole.

      “What to do with this information…” Eleanor sighed and reached for a second snack for the bird. “The sisters are certainly more vulnerable on Earth, but now is not the time for me to leave Paragon. Everfield has fallen, but the fairy kingdom is currently more of a burden than an advantage.” She stroked the bird’s feathers. “That annoyance, Chancellor Ciro, wants a legion of soldiers to help rebuild the Empyrean Wood. I may have promised him as much in exchange for his kingdom’s submission to Paragon, and I fear if we don’t deliver, the fairy kingdom will be hungry enough to align with the first ruler to offer them aid. Nochtbend has broken diplomatic contact, and each night, more dragons go missing under suspicious circumstances. The vampires have done everything but declare war. And Paragon’s relationship with Rogos has gone similarly cold. My spies tell me the archers of Asfolk have started training again. The kingdom that has always remained neutral suddenly seems less interested in reminding me of that fact.” She frowned at Grigori. “So, you see, I am needed here and cannot go myself to Earth, despite the temptation to kill that half-breed whelp on Raven’s hip.”

      The bird squawked his understanding.

      No, it would be counterproductive for her to leave this realm. If Grigori’s vision was accurate, five heirs and their mates remained on Aeaea, including Sylas and Colin, the known leaders of the rebellion. She must remain in control.

      But then, who could she trust to kill Raven’s daughter? She couldn’t send Ransom. She scoffed at the thought. The man wouldn’t last a day against the sisters. She drummed her fingers on the edge of the narwits’ tank, sending the creatures squealing into the corner again.

      “What shall we do, my dear beastie?”

      Grigori ruffled his feathers in response and snapped his beak. She frowned. There was only one thing to do—spy on the sisters in the earthly realm and find out more about what they sought there. Perhaps this tanglewood tree was a source of vulnerability. The plan came together in a flash.

      “I want you to go to Earth,” she said to Grigori. “Follow the sisters, but do not allow yourself to be seen. I want to know anything they do or say that might indicate a weakness. Perhaps this tanglewood tree is the answer to their undoing.”

      Grigori squawked his understanding and took to the air, shooting through the window like an arrow. Satisfied with the decision, she strode toward the door. She needed to contact the lord of the elves, Niall, again and put more pressure on Rogos to align with Paragon. Everything could be moved if one simply found the right lever. What was the elf’s currency? There had to be a way to sway him.

      She was interrupted when Ransom appeared in front of her, looking tentative. He had bad news. She could feel it. Tension coiled around him like an invisible snake, and he shifted back and forth on his feet with apprehension.

      “What is it? Why do you look like you might be ill?” She wished the man had spine enough to just spit it out. She could not take much more bad news, certainly not when it was prolonged in this dance of fear.

      He cleared his throat. “I am sorry to report that this hour, just moments ago, the Dark Mountains closed at the border to Darnuith.”

      “What do you mean, the mountains closed?” Now her voice betrayed her true feelings, her tone becoming shrill.

      He swallowed and took a step back. “It seems that the mountains have… moved and closed off the passage into Darnuith. We would now either have to traverse the mountain on horseback or fly over—”

      “I know what it means,” she snapped. “It means our only way to take Darnuith by force is now by air. A vulnerable position, to be sure, considering the constant storms in their territory. The snow will negate our invisibility. Effective air formations will be rendered impossible by the wind. They’re preparing for war. The rebellion is rising.”

      “Would you like me to send an envoy to one of the Darnuith Highborn? Perhaps they could convince Queen Penelope to reopen the lines of dialogue.”

      Eleanor scoffed. “No. The time for dialogue is done. Station troops along the Sanguine River. Close all trade routes. Nothing goes in or out of Darnuith. Order your men to seize and confiscate anything they can get their hands on. Bring it to Paragon.”

      Ransom bowed. “Very well, Empress.”

      “One more thing. Send a falcon to Rogos and warn Lord Niall that if he aids Darnuith by allowing the flow of goods through Rogos, we will consider it an act of war.”

      Ransom bowed again, then strode from the room to do her bidding.

      Eleanor turned on her heel and moved back into her ritual room, going straight for the line of large gems on her shelf. Her hands landed on a massive diamond. The light inside flickered in her grip. Marius’s heart. It held the most power, but that was why she couldn’t use it. She’d need it later for something far more important than this. Instead, she grabbed Brynhoff’s, the silver agate duller, just as her brother had been. Her nails clicked against the jewel.

      Striding to the open space at the center of her ritual room, she surveyed the patterns there and chose her magical sigil for this spell. She’d perfected the shapes, already painted on the otherwise black floor. The base of her sigil was a spiral to symbolize creation. This was a place for manifesting her will. To the north, she’d painted a triangle capped with a U shape—a chalice to hold her ever-growing celestial magic. To the east, a wave symbolized her enduring and daunting power. To the west, two circles represented Ouros’s suns—the bringers of light and life, and to the south, a serpent—the symbol of Hades and a link to the dark energy inherent in her blood magic.

      She placed Brynhoff’s heart in the center of the spiral. Pacing her row of dried plants and herbs, she selected a few branches of a cottony plant from the far reaches of Paragon and placed them on the wave. For the suns, she chose a ripe red tribiscal fruit, then smashed it under her heel. Over the chalice, a silver bowl filled with blue crystals to symbolize raindrops.

      Eleanor herself stood on the snake. “With my blood, I send rain to Darnuith,” she said, focusing her intention. She sliced a talon through her skin and watched her blood splash toward her toes. It never reached them. Wild and red, it spiraled into the center, wind whipping in a frenzy within the symbol. A thick gray cloud formed and cracked with lightning.

      “Yes,” she said. “More. More!”

      She sliced herself again, and blood rained from the cloud onto the symbol. Every cell in her body contracted with the expulsion of magic directed at Darnuith. Soon, the kingdom of witches would find their land drowned in blood rain. Every citizen of every city in the Dark Mountains would watch their crops fail before their eyes. How sad for them that food from outside the realm would now be impossible to obtain. She’d made sure of that.

      If Darnuith wouldn’t bend, she’d make sure they’d break. She bared her teeth as the cloud rained on. Mountains closed. Ha! Queen Penelope had no idea who she was dealing with.
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      “We can’t sail to Serenity Harbor now that Everfield has fallen. The port is crawling with Obsidian guards.” Colin collected Leena’s bags and stowed them on the boat, trying his best not to make eye contact with her. Every time he looked at her, he thought about the kiss, experienced again the deep ache of her rejection.

      He flexed his wings and kept his mind focused on their goal. “We’ll have to dock off the coast of Rogos. If we sail all the way to the shores of Niven, I can fly you directly to the temple. There’s no port there, but all Indigo has to do is anchor offshore and I can take us the rest of the way.” It pained Colin to have to borrow Sylas’s Oread, but he didn’t have one of his own for the same reason he didn’t have a treasure room. He’d moved around too much to keep one.

      Leena stared in the direction of Everfield before glancing toward Rogos. “I think that is our best plan. We can’t return the way we came. We’ll need to take care, though. The coastal area of Niven is rocky with rough waters. We can’t get too close to shore.”

      “Then we don’t land the boat. I’ll fly you in from a distance. I have some business to attend to in Rogos anyway. Indigo can sail back tonight and meet me on the opposite coast tomorrow. I’ll get there on foot.” He needed to meet with the leader of the resistance in Rogos and bring her up to speed with recent developments. He could send a falcon, but this would be far more effective.

      She smiled her approval of that plan but crossed to the rear of the boat, putting maximum distance between them. So that’s how it would be. He growled and leaned his hands against the hull, staring at the horizon in the distance, at the dark brown line that was Ouros.

      He was still there hours later, although he’d opted for a seat on the front bench. Better here than where he could see her, where her presence would taunt him.

      After another half hour at sea, he blinked when a dark spot appeared in the sky beyond the boat, growing larger as it headed for him. Was that a falcon? He stood and held up one arm, and the peregrine landed in a flurry of flapping, digging in its talons.

      “What brings you all the way out here, little buddy?” he asked the messenger bird. A small roll of parchment was bound to its leg. Colin untied it and read the tight script inside.

      Rogos locked down—borders and coasts. Wards in place. Diplomatic ties to Paragon broken. All roads in and out of the kingdom, as well as the Sanguine River, are now occupied by Paragon. Nothing is getting through trade routes. DOG underground is compensating. Trying to meet demand best we can.—RZ1

      Colin scribbled a message to Rook, the Rogos Red Zone One leader of the Defenders of the Goddess. Message received. Hold the course. Preparing next phase. He strapped the scroll to the bird’s leg and sent it back the way it had come. Then he strode across the deck to Leena.

      “We’ve got a problem,” he barked.

      She started as if he’d woken her. Didn’t sleep well last night either, did you?

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Just received a falcon that Rogos has closed the borders and the coasts. They’ve cut diplomatic ties to Paragon.”

      “No…” Her face fell. “But that means sailing around to Niven will be impossible. If they’ve locked down the borders and the shoreline, Niven’s beaches will be enchanted to keep out all foreign vessels. You won’t be able to fly through. They’re defending against Paragon. Every effort will be made to prohibit a dragon from getting in. If the wards don’t stop you, the archers will.”

      Colin couldn’t bring himself to feel bad about this turn of events. “We’ll have to go back until I can arrange for safe passage.”

      Leena grew restless at this idea. “Wait… There’s one place on Rogos’s shores that I know will be safe for us to enter, a place used exclusively by scribes on the edge of the Mystic Wood. It’s not easily accessible except by elves, but if Indigo can get us near, I can guide us in.”

      “Guide us in? That sounds ominous.”

      “In all the time you spent in Rogos, did you never learn about the Mystic Wood?” She raised a teasing eyebrow. At least she was looking at him again.

      “I was there to earn the trust of the people. Aside from crossing through the wood on the main road to Asfolk, I didn’t see the need for an in-depth study. I have heard that it’s uninhabitable.”

      “That’s an exaggeration. Not many elves live there, but it’s not impossible. The wood is enchanted and fraught with peril. It’s served a military purpose for Rogos for centuries. For example, had you tried to navigate off the main road on your journey, you might have found yourself stuck in one of the tar pools or attacked by one of the many venomous animals. Even the trees can be lethal if you eat the wrong berry or touch the wrong bark. It’s designed to stop anyone who doesn’t belong in Rogos from reaching its people undetected. Only an elf has any hope of navigating it, and even then, it is filled with deadly obstacles one must actively defend against.”

      He snorted. “It’s a means of defense, then, similar to the winters in Darnuith. I never realized.”

      “We don’t advertise it, and those that go in never come out to tell the tale. There is a reason we’ve been able to maintain neutrality all these centuries, Colin. Rogos’s defenses are quiet but deadly.”

      “Hmm.” Like your beauty, he thought, still feeling the sting from the night before.

      “The scribe’s pass is a small inlet on the southern shore. If Indigo can get us close, you can fly us to the dock.”

      “Why not keep going? I probably can’t make it all the way to the temple, but I can fly us to the main road.”

      “I don’t recommend it. You’re a dragon, Colin. For the first time in centuries, Rogos has ended diplomatic relations with the dragon kingdom. It will be safer if we walk and you keep your wings tucked away until we reach the temple.”

      “Great. So now we’re taking a stroll through the enchanted wood. This is a bad idea, Leena.”

      “Don’t be concerned. I know a safe path… at least, in theory.”

      “In theory?” He raised an eyebrow.

      “All scribes learn of the path, to use in case of trouble, but it isn’t as though I’ve ever actually used it. What opportunity would I have had?” She gave a laugh that turned into a snort. “We left Rogos when we could take the main road through Everfield. I never thought we’d have to come back this way.”

      “Fantastic,” he mumbled. “I’m all aglow with faith in this plan.”

      She shrugged. “Do you have a better idea?”

      He faced her and circled one finger in the air. “Yes. We turn this ship around and return to Aeaea where we wait for the three sisters and then safely transport you home using magic, or else get special permission from High Lord Niall to drop you off somewhere.”

      Her eyes darted from his to the water rippling off the side of the boat. She seemed to consider it for a moment, then shook her head. “I know it’s the safer thing to do, but I can’t. I need to get back to the temple, Colin. I’m sorry.”

      “Why?” It was a fair question even though he suspected he knew the answer. They’d been over this. But he wanted her to admit it once again. He wanted to hear her say it.

      “I don’t trust myself around you,” she blurted. She gripped the side of the boat but didn’t turn her head to look at him.

      “Then you admit you have feelings for me.”

      “If I didn’t, we wouldn’t be here. We wouldn’t have had to leave Aeaea.”

      “We didn’t have to.”

      This time, she did turn, and her expression held something close to torment. “We did. We do. We must.”

      It took the better part of the day to reach their destination. The Mystic Wood appeared on the leeward side of the boat in an explosion of deep green foliage and intensely colored blooms. Nothing in their world rivaled the beauty of this place. Roots tangled into the water off the bank, surrounded by an inviting silver mist. Teal vines coiled around the knotty tree trunks and grew in swags between the gnarled branches. A scent like pepper and tea blossom met his nose.

      “There.” Leena pointed to an inlet that was impossible to see if you weren’t looking for it. “Beware of the vines. They’re poisonous and plentiful here, where they survive on the salt of the sea.”

      Moments later, he heeded the warning as they neared the coast and he had to duck beneath vines that stretched from one bank to another. The boat slipped closer to shore, Indigo steering around a point of land that reached across the narrow way.

      “Almost there,” Leena said. “There’s a safe place to disembark just down here.”

      Indigo nodded, his pearlescent face gleaming in the dappled sunlight. He dropped the sail and took up the oars.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Colin saw a fuzzy brown creature the size of a small bear burrow into the ground offshore. “What was that?”

      “Wood rat. Harmless unless provoked, but they carry a tick whose bite could kill you if you don’t seek immediate treatment from a healer.”

      Colin grunted. “Any other deadly creatures I should be aware of?”

      “Dorinclees. Uh, it translates roughly to silent cat. They’re a type of cougar that lives in the trees. When their mouth is closed, it blends into the rest of their face, making it look like it doesn’t exist. Thus, the name. Their claws likely won’t break your dragon skin, but they could rip me apart.”

      “Good to know.”

      “Drop anchor here,” Leena commanded.

      The oread did as she requested. About a hundred yards ahead of him, Colin could make out a small wooden dock.

      “It will be quieter if we fly to the end of the dock, but don’t go any farther.”

      “And we need to be quiet why?” Colin slid on his pack and stretched his wings.

      “The, uh… you’d call them razorwings.”

      “Razorwings.” Colin didn’t like the sound of that.

      She tipped her head and spoke to him like a child. “Too much noise can attract a type of bat that slices its victim’s skin with a barb on its wing and then drinks its blood.”

      “Fabulous. Just what I wanted to hear.” He handed her the other pack.

      “It’s better to know what you’re getting into.”

      “Mmmm.” He swept her into his arms. “Ready?”

      “Yes,” she answered, but her voice sounded strained.

      He understood why. He felt it too, how naturally their bodies fit together. Suddenly he was in no hurry to make it to shore. He’d hold her like this all day if he could.

      “Indigo, remember to pass on that message I gave you to Sylas,” Colin said, delaying their departure another moment. He’d given the oread the scroll the falcon had brought him from Rogos.

      “I will not fail you, sir.” Indigo’s tinny voice came on a breeze.

      Something large and dark moved in the water, perhaps awakened by their voices, and swam under the boat, sending waves lapping against the hull. Colin watched it circle behind them. With a sigh, he resolved that they needed to get a move on.

      Colin flapped his wings and rose into the sky, soaring to the small dock and landing gently on the wooden planks. But he took his time lowering her onto her own two feet.

      Leena straightened her robes, brushing the natural fibers as if his touch had covered her in sparks. Well, the feeling was mutual. He smiled to himself and followed her as she walked briskly into the forest.

      Not a word was spoken as they navigated a narrow trail through the trees. Even when he noticed a bright-blue snake swallowing a wood rat whole only a few meters from the trail, he held his tongue. This place was brightly beautiful but undeniably dangerous. Not unlike Leena. Gorgeous, exactly the type of woman he’d always dreamed of… and she’d crushed his heart into powder with one kiss. The thought balled into an icy knot in his gut.

      They climbed a steep incline, and then the path widened into a suitable road, still surrounded by forest but with far more room on the trail.

      She fell back to walk beside him instead of in front. “We’ve passed beyond razorwing territory. We can speak now.”

      He grunted his understanding but remained silent. She glanced back at him, noting his somber mood.

      “You haven’t forgiven me for the kiss, have you? I can’t say I blame you. I should have been more cognizant of your feelings. Please accept my apology.”

      “You already apologized,” he mumbled. “I’ll tell you I forgive you if you want to hear it, although there’s really nothing to forgive. I was a willing participant. You know I wanted to kiss you. I could have stopped you, and I didn’t.”

      “Yes, but—” She grimaced.

      “But what?” His tone passed exasperated and went straight into the territory of annoyed.

      “It was a bit like offering you a bite of cake without offering you a whole slice.”

      Her tone was such he knew she didn’t mean it to be insulting, but his dragon coiled tighter all the same. He stopped, his boots kicking up dust from the packed dirt road, and narrowed his eyes on her. “You’re the one on the diet, Leena. I can have all the cake I want. I can eat it all day, every day. Breakfast, lunch, and dinner. If anyone is the cake in this scenario, it’s me!”

      Did he really just call himself cake? By the goddess…

      “Uh, sorry. I didn’t mean to suggest…”

      “If you want to try another bite between here and the temple, you know where to find me,” he added with more swagger than he actually felt.

      For a fraction of a second, he thought he saw her eyes widen and her face pale, but then she turned from him and nodded as she walked quickly ahead. “It was a terrible analogy. I’m simply happy that you’ve forgiven me and we can put this all behind us.”

      “Good. I’m relieved we are both adults here and have moved beyond this whole situation, because the suns are setting and we’re going to have to make camp soon. And there’s only one tent.”

      He had to suppress a laugh when she turned to him, jaw dropping in horror. “Why is there only one tent?”

      He snorted. “Because when we left Aeaea, I thought I’d be flying you into Niven. I only packed this thing for me because I was planning to visit our faction of rebels in Rogos before I returned to Aeaea.”

      “I can’t stress what a bad idea it is for us to camp here.” She shivered. “But it is getting dark… and cold.”

      “Can anything in these woods actually kill a dragon?”

      She shrugged. “The tar pits, I suppose.”

      “Then let’s find a place far away from those.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Honestly, right here on the road is probably our best option, but starting a fire would be a very bad idea. Light attracts wood rats.”

      He allowed his pack to slide off his shoulder. “All right, then. No fire and we camp on the road.”

      He got to work setting up the tent while she pulled her robes more tightly around her.
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      This was a disaster. Leena helped Colin set up the tent, horrified at how the day had turned out. She’d insisted that he take her back to the temple in order to distance herself from him, and now she’d be forced to sleep in the same very small, very close tent with the dragon. Dear goddess help her. She couldn’t decide if it was a nightmare scenario or a fantasy come true.

      “There. Plenty of room for two,” he said, putting the last two pieces together. “Unfortunately, without a fire, we’ll have to settle for a cold dinner. I packed some bread and cheese for the journey back. We can share.”

      “Kind of you.” She eyed the small tent in the darkness, then the big dragon standing at its door. Her mouth went dry. Maybe it was a test. If the goddess had put her in this position, perhaps she wanted Leena to prove to herself that the chemistry between her and Colin was a shooting star that simply needed time to burn itself out. It was a tent, not an altar meant for marriage. She held up her canteen and the small bag she used to hold her sundries. “I’ll be right there. I just need a moment.”

      He nodded, then disappeared inside. It would take more than a moment to prepare herself for being so close to him again. The night wrapped around her like a shroud, creeping in intensity from a thin, gauzy twilight to an inky blackness that brought with it a chill that seemed to seep through her skin. She prepared herself for bed in the dark and then lingered on the road until a rustle of leaves deep in the woods sent a different kind of chill through her. Steeling her resolve, she slipped into the tent.

      And had to force herself not to turn around and walk back out.

      The interior glowed with the light of a small lantern, the dragon’s naturally high body temperature warming the small space. He’d stripped down to a pair of shorts and was stretched out along one side of the tent, although his sheer enormity meant that he took up a bit more than half. She hugged the opposite wall before lowering herself to the wool spread he’d folded and placed on her side.

      “You can have the blanket. I don’t need it.” He handed her a cloth wrap filled with a corner of a loaf of bread, a large hunk of cheese, and a handful of dried fruit.

      “I suppose you don’t get cold,” she said, tearing herself off a bite.

      “I feel the cold. It’s just not uncomfortable to me. We dragons are highly resistant to extreme temperatures. I was born near the heart of a volcano.”

      She chewed, using the food as an excuse to think of a response that would take her mind off the smooth, taut skin that covered the swells and valleys of his chest and abs. “Elves are born at home,” she squeaked, then coughed and took a sip of water to hide her nerves. “Usually, a midwife comes to the house.”

      “Were you born at home?”

      Leena stared at the bread in her fingers and frowned. She hated talking about her childhood, but then, he couldn’t know that. “Yes, I was.”

      He stretched back, nesting his fingers behind his head, and stared up at the roof of the tent. “I guess I was too, considering the Obsidian Palace is built into the mountain.” He flashed her a grin. “No midwife required. We hatch from eggs, usually on our own.”

      As a scribe, Leena was vaguely aware of dragon reproduction, but she’d only read descriptions in scrolls. “Do you mean that your mother wasn’t even there when you were born?”

      He shook his head. “Dragon queens lay their eggs in a place we call the cradle. It’s a cave, deep within the mountain—a holy place with a mural and an altar to the goddess. The queen lays her eggs in carved depressions in the stone, and they incubate there in the heat of the volcano under the watchful eye of Aitna. I don’t remember much about the day I was born except seeing my twin, Sylas, for the first time. He was the same color as my paws and tail.”

      “You’re born in your dragon form?”

      He nodded. “I shifted for the first time a full season after I hatched. That’s when our magic manifests our rings.” He held up the garnet on his finger. “Mine matches Sylas’s, although the setting is different.”

      “Fascinating.” The tension in her shoulders relaxed, her natural curiosity trumping any discomfort that lingered at his nearness. “You weren’t close to your mother, then.”

      “No.” He snorted. “Hardly knew her.”

      Leena frowned. They had that in common. “What about your father?”

      He sighed. “Killian was a decent dragon. He spent time with us… mostly in the training room, mind you. The pits. He came from a wealthy merchant’s family and was a champion in his own right. That’s how he’d met our mother and become her consort.”

      “The pits are where you fight each other for sport?” She wondered what that was like. It sounded barbaric to her, but elf culture was so different.

      “Yes, and for the royal family, status in the ranks was considered a badge of honor. It’s all related to our military, the Obsidian Guard. We trained to be warriors and to fight side by side with the other soldiers if we ever went to war. All royal heirs are trained to be military leaders.”

      “Melee combat isn’t practiced in Rogos.”

      “So I am told. The rebels I’ve met from Rogos say your army is made up almost exclusively of archers.”

      She nodded. “And engineers.”

      Colin’s brow knit. “I hadn’t heard that. What do engineers do in the army?”

      Leena adjusted her legs under her. “Build things. The crypt key is just one of many feats of elf engineering. We’re extremely gifted metalworkers. You fought in the pits as a youngster. We battle our mechanical creations in an arena where we animate them with magic. We call it the Animus Games.”

      “I never knew children here did that.”

      “That’s not surprising. Elves are protective of their children. As far as I know, outsiders aren’t invited to the Games.”

      “Did you participate?” he asked, brows raised in surprise.

      “Once.” She thought back to the time she was nine. “My creation’s name was Monstrata, a two-legged beast with slashing blades for arms and a head with a snout of sharp, snapping teeth. My father helped me with the design.” She fought back a wave of bitter nostalgia. “It was the first construction I’d ever animated. Anyway, my creature faced off against one built by an older boy named Newton who’d constructed his with a shelled back like a turtle. Mine was stronger and faster, but no matter how I tromped on his or sawed at the shell, it would not break. His was slower and less deadly, but his turtle chipped away at Monstrata until she was no longer functional.” She sighed.

      “Where is this Newton now? Do you want me to rough him up?” Colin winked.

      She laughed lightly. “I have no idea, and thankfully I took the lesson he taught me in resilience and put it to good use. I didn’t win that competition, but my creation was in the top ten for my age group, and that was enough for me.”

      He grinned at her. “Leena, the monster maker.” He turned on his side and propped himself up on one elbow. “What other secret talents do you possess?”

      She popped the last of the cheese into her mouth. “Nothing too exciting. But back to you. Do you think your military training is why you’re so good at leading the Defenders of the Goddess?”

      He shrugged. “Good is open to interpretation.”

      She carefully folded the now-empty cloth wrapper in her hands and placed it back in the pack. “You know you’re good at this. If we succeed against Eleanor, it will be because of you. With your background, you’ll know exactly where and how to strike.”

      His eyes darted to hers, his face growing somber. “It saddens me sometimes. I’ll have to face the army I was born to help lead. Those soldiers in the Obsidian Guard… they’re just kids. It’s why I’m praying the three sisters find this tanglewood tree and then get their hands on that grimoire. It’s our only hope of taking Eleanor out with the least number of casualties.”

      Taking one last sip from her canteen, she stretched out beside him. “Maybe, when we get back to the temple, we can help things along.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We know approximately when the scroll was written. We might be able to cross-reference the date against the graves registered that year.”

      “Clever.” Colin looked at her with something close to awe in his eyes. “Maybe there is hope of finding the grimoire even without the help of the tanglewood artifact.”

      Leena yawned and curled on her side. “Don’t get too excited. Without translating the scroll, even if we can find the grave, we still won’t have the code necessary to line up the cogs properly so that the key will work.”

      Eyelids heavy, she was relieved when Colin extinguished the lamp. “Hmm. This is one problem we’re not going to solve tonight. Sleep well, Leena. There’ll be time for us to figure it all out tomorrow.”

      To her surprise, she did.
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      As a dragon, Colin didn’t need as much sleep as other species. Dragons were known to go days without a full night’s rest with no ill effects. Perhaps that was why he woke first to dim light sifting through the canvas walls of the tent. With his first breath, Leena’s sweet, wild scent filled his lungs. His inner dragon stretched and sniffed toward the bundle beside him.

      She’d grown cold in her sleep and edged into the curve of his body, her head tucked under his chin and her back skimming down his front. His heart quickened at the exquisite torture. He longed to kiss her temple, glide his hand over the length of her spine, press the rock-hard erection that had formed the moment he smelled her into her backside.

      He closed his eyes. No. He wouldn’t give in to the temptation. It already ached to be taking her back to the temple, to know he’d likely never see her again afterward. Every kiss, every touch, would make it harder for him to part with her. His dragon already pined for her. Why make things harder than they needed to be?

      She sighed in her sleep and rolled over, her hand and cheek replacing her back against his chest. She nestled in.

      “Leena,” he whispered. Maybe he should push her away. She’d made it clear to him what she wanted and didn’t want. Maybe he should just get up and leave the tent, take care of his need for her outside, with his own hand.

      He started to move, and her lids fluttered open. That purple gaze locked on to him, the color seizing him violently, freezing him into place. Her fingers traced an arc above his left nipple, and he clenched his fists to keep from touching her.

      “Leena,” he said again.

      She swallowed, lifting her cheek off his chest. “I can hear your heart.”

      “You’re making it pound.”

      Her hand hovered over his skin.

      Colin’s dragon coiled tighter inside him, and at that moment, the crafty beast came up with a truly diabolical plan, and Colin’s lips began to move before he could censor himself.

      “Would you like to experiment more, with my permission?” His voice sounded throaty and rough, as raw as he felt. “A kiss alone is hardly an education. If your goal was to sample the delights of the flesh before returning to the temple, you should expand your course of study.”

      Her long, tapered fingers traced the edge of his scar where it ended along the base of his neck, her lips parting on a shaky breath. “You’re sure it wouldn’t make things difficult for you? I thought you said before—”

      “That was before.” He forced his expression into something casual, almost impassive. “Before I understood what you wanted.”

      Her tongue stroked along her bottom lip. “Then may I… touch you?”

      His lids heavy, the corner of his mouth twitched as he gave her a slow and certain yes. Her fingers traced light and soft across his collarbone, over the scarred mound of his shoulder, and down to his nipple. She pinched and rolled it between her fingers.

      “Would you like to know what that feels like?”

      A spark flared in her purple eyes.

      He reached up to her neck, into her robes. Her lips parted as he traced her collarbone, then cupped her breast, rolling the nipple between his thumb and forefinger.

      “Mmmm,” she moaned, arching into his hand.

      He caressed her breast again before pulling his hand away.

      “Would you like me to show you something else?” he whispered.

      He almost cheered when she met his gaze with wide eyes and nodded. Slowly, tentatively, he rolled her onto her back and stroked a hand down her front, not stopping until he reached the slit in her robes at her knee. He worked his hand under the material until his fingers met warm flesh. His erection twitched with need. Slowly, he swept his hand up her inner thigh, watching her gasp at his touch, arching, head back. He stroked again until the very tips of his fingers met the warm crease at the apex of her thighs. A growl rumbled in his chest at the wet heat he found there.

      “Scribes don’t wear anything under their robes?”

      Pink tinged her cheeks. “Why would we?”

      He licked his lips and traced the tips of his fingers back to her inner knee, then began the slow climb again, loving the way her body reacted to his touch.

      “Colin, I feel…” She pressed a hand to her lower belly. “I need… more.”
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      Leena thought she might explode from the pressure building inside her. Colin’s fingers were teasing her in a way that sent sparks shooting through her like velvet lightning. A feeling was building low within her core. Exquisite pressure. If he’d just touch her in that spot again, where her nerves seemed to ache for him…

      “You want more?” he asked her, his eyes dark as a thunderstorm.

      She writhed beside him, too distracted by pure sensation to speak.

      His fingers crept up again, and this time, they lingered, pressing and circling right where she needed it. A rush of heat traveled from his touch, through her torso, puckering her nipples and making her breasts feel fuller, heavier.

      “Colin…” Everything on her had grown hypersensitive at his touch. She desperately wanted to strip out of her robes, to free her breasts from the constricting fabric. She wanted more from his fingers, and she worked her hips to increase the pressure.

      “Oh, Leena, you’re so damn wet,” he whispered, and the sound of his voice was like velvet over her skin.

      Two fingers dipped into her, spreading her. She parted her knees, pulling her robe up to give him access. The growl that rumbled through the tent sent another storm of lightning through her, to the tips of her fingers, her breasts, her lips. Every inch of her skin seemed to wake up.

      His fingers moved faster, dove deeper, spread her wider. Her breath caught. She was so close, achingly close, to something—she didn’t know what, but it was something she needed… Something…

      With a gasp, she arched off the floor of the tent, pleasure ringing through her body like a bell and radiating out, out past the stars, into the beyond. Magic, enchantment, pure light! Slowly she came back together, back into herself.

      She gazed up at him, panting. “That was…”

      He smiled wickedly. “Better than a kiss?”

      Yes, it was much better than a kiss, but she couldn’t speak. Just nodded dumbly, shaken by the power of what he’d just done to her. He adjusted her robes around her. “Come on. We should get moving if we want to get you to the temple before nightfall.”
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      Colin took apart the tent in record time, anything to distract him from Leena and the absolute frenzy his dragon was in to mate with her. He’d made certain she experienced her release, but he hadn’t taken his own. If that wasn’t painful enough, he’d done it all while forcing back his mating trill. It took supernatural restraint not to come when he saw her arch off the floor, but he knew if he let himself go there, his dragon would bond with her and there’d be no going back. Now his inner beast was making his skin feel tight and his head throb.

      “Is everything all right?” she asked him as he swept the pack onto his back, trying his best not to make eye contact.

      “Perfect,” he said. “I’m just anxious to get going. We’ve got a long trek ahead of us.”

      She nodded, but a look he couldn’t quite read passed behind her eyes. Thankfully, whatever it was didn’t linger. They fell into step, making their way at a quick pace toward the main road to Asfolk. At this rate, they’d make it to the city by late afternoon and from there could catch a carriage to Niven.

      “Oh!” Leena hopped beside him. “Ow, ow, ow, ow!”

      “What’s wrong?”

      She reached down and plucked something from the bottom of her leather slipper. She scowled at the two-inch-long creature with the barbed shell. “You’re not supposed to be here.”

      “What is that thing?”

      She flung it into the woods as far as she could throw it, then wobbled on her feet. “Mystic snail. They’re not usually at this elevation. They like the swamps better. Fucker’s shell broke my skin.”

      He cleared his throat, not used to hearing Leena swear. “Is that something to worry about?”

      She looked at him and started giggling. “Perfectly harmless. Just makes you a little…” She waved one hand and staggered forward, a smile spreading across her face. As she came closer, he noticed her pupils were dilated.

      “Are… are you high?” He laughed. “Are snails intoxicating?”

      “That’s the word!” She held up a finger between them, then pressed the side of it to her widening smile. “Shhh. I am intoxicating… intoxicated by snail venom.”

      She attempted to whirl around and continue down the path but tripped over her own feet. He lunged forward and caught her by the waist. Something crunched under his foot. Steadying her in one arm, he turned his boot to see another snail’s remains smeared across the bottom. He could feel it now. The shell had poked through his boot but couldn’t pierce his dragon skin. Still, now that he knew what the little bastards looked like, he saw them everywhere.

      “Leena, the path is covered with mystic snails. You can’t walk here. Let me carry you. They can’t hurt me.”

      Before he could lift her into his arms, her chest slapped his as she leaped into him, standing on the tops of his feet, arms circling his waist. He let out an oof at the impact.

      “They aren’t ssssupposed to be here,” she slurred. “They belong in the valley.”

      “Someone forgot to tell the snails that. I’m going to lift you into my arms and carry you until it’s safe.” He tried to do just that, but she grabbed his hands, wriggling against him. If his inner dragon had wanted her before, any effort at cooling his libido was undone by her exuberant closeness.

      “Dance with me, Colin,” she said, wrapping one arm around his neck. “I’ve never danced with anyone.”

      “Mountain help me.” He tried to hold her so there was a bit of distance between their bodies without setting her feet on the snail-infested trail. “Just… just hold still, and I’ll pick you up.”

      “No! I want to dance.” She giggled like a child and squeezed his neck harder.

      He cursed again and rolled his eyes heavenward. “Fine, but I swear you’re going to regret this later.” He positioned one hand at the small of her back and gripped her right hand in his left. “Hang on, darling, I’m taking you for a spin.” He moved up the hill, snails crunching under his feet, in a way that couldn’t be mistaken for dancing.

      In his arms, Leena glowed. She tipped her head back and laughed, the sound ringing through the woods like silver bells. Damn it, but he loved that sound. Soon, despite himself, he broke into an actual dance, spinning and swaying to a song he remembered from Paragon. He hummed it to her as he picked up the pace.

      “Oh goddess, it feels like flying.” She arched her back in his arms. “Not as wonderful as before in the tent, but so freeing.”

      He slowed, his mouth suddenly dry. “So, you liked what happened before in the tent…?”

      “Goddess, yes. It was like nothing I’ve ever felt before, like unraveling and then being knitted back together.” She smiled up at him, and his chest swelled with satisfaction. But then her brow puckered with worry. “Only I don’t think you liked it as much.”

      “I liked it very much,” he admitted, searching her wild violet eyes and wondering how much of this she’d remember later. “Too much. I had to stop, or I wouldn’t have been able to stop. Do you understand?”

      A laugh bubbled out of her throat and between them. “No.”

      He found the genuine honesty in that answer endearing. She was completely innocent. And didn’t that make him a lecherous asshole for putting his hands on her?

      They’d covered a considerable distance, and he didn’t feel the crunch under his boots as before. Once he confirmed the trail was safe, he stopped. Her cheeks were flushed, her lips full and velvety pink.

      “Why are you stopping?”

      “It’s safe now,” he said. “You can continue on your own.”

      Her eyes met his, their electric intensity driving straight through to his inner dragon. “But what if I’m not ready to be on my own? What if I want to hold on to you while I can?” Her lips parted, her head tilting to the side. She leaned closer.

      Don’t kiss her, you fool! But who was he kidding? Her hands were in his hair, and his inner dragon had already rolled over and was begging for a belly rub. Her lips met his, and this time, his trill filled the space around them. The kiss went deeper, and he showed her with his tongue exactly what he wanted to do to her.

      “I’m going to need you to come with us,” a male voice said.

      Colin stopped kissing Leena, turning his head toward the voice… and got a close-up view of the sharp end of an elven arrow.
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      Leena spun off Colin’s feet, drew one hand back, and released her invisible arrow into the nearest male. The curse landed in his gut. He staggered back, black veins spreading out through his arms and climbing his cheeks. He swore before toppling over.

      “Was scribe magic necessary?” one of the other two elves said to her, his arrow still drawn. “We’re just doing our job.”

      Leena turned toward him, arm cocked back, hand raised. “Lower your weapons, and I won’t do it again.”

      The two uninjured male elves stood down, while the one on the ground groaned and writhed. Her poison would wear off in a moment—it wasn’t designed to kill other elves.

      “What was that?” Colin whispered, but she silenced him with a raised hand.

      “What do you want with us?” she asked, and even she could hear how she slurred the end of that sentence. The world tilted and she steadied herself.

      “We’ve been ordered to escort you to the palace,” one said. “We thought he was… bothering you.” The guard gestured toward Colin.

      “Not bothering me,” she mumbled to them. “It was the shhhnails!” She pointed a finger at the trail behind them. Shhhnails? Was her tongue swelling? “But… why did you say you are here?”

      The blond elf nearest her relaxed a bit. “We’ve come to collect you. Lord Niall requests an audience with you and the dragon immediately.”

      “What’s this about?” Colin kept nudging one of her shoulders. Now that she thought about it, the world was tipping unevenly to her left, and each of those nudges seemed to right it temporarily. Damn it all, he was keeping her from falling over.

      “What is wrong with her?” the first elf asked, climbing to his feet and shaking off the remainder of her magic.

      Leena opened her mouth to try to explain again, but Colin did it for her. “She stepped on a mystic snail back there.” He pointed toward the trail with his thumb. “I was trying to carry her.”

      The one who appeared to be their leader furrowed his brow and gave them both a disapproving look. “By the mouth?”

      “Asshole,” she mumbled, louder than she meant to.

      “Please proceed, dragon. We can travel faster if you carry her, and Lord Niall will appreciate our haste.”

      “Name’s Colin. I assume you’re an archer of Asfolk?”

      “Captain Haldir.” The elf gave a shallow bow, his pale blue eyes never leaving Colin’s face.

      “I’m Leena,” she blurted. “Nice to meet you, Haldir.”

      The elf frowned at her exuberance. Or maybe she was slurring her words again. “You as well, Leena.” He gestured toward his partner to the right, an elf with bright red hair and eyes the color of maple syrup. “This is Garret, my second.” And then to the blond on his left. “And Bartelon.”

      With a nod of acknowledgment to the three, Colin dropped his arm to the back of her knees, and she found herself draped in front of his chest. This wasn’t nearly as fun as the dancing, but she didn’t argue. She still couldn’t walk herself.

      “How did you find us?” She tipped her head back and stared at Haldir upside down. She had to close her eyes to keep from vomiting.

      “I think it’s best if we leave that explanation to Lord Niall.”

      Leena rested her head against Colin’s shoulder and wondered at that. The scribes would be able to call up her location in the sacred pools, but only if they were specifically looking for her. And why would they be looking for her? It was very strange indeed for them to be escorted back to the palace to visit with the high lord. She’d never met the elf. He didn’t often associate with the scribes except through his counselors when he needed to request a scroll for some political business. She had no idea what this might be about.

      By the time they reached Asfolk Palace, her head was throbbing and every step Colin took set off a jab of pain between her temples. “Put me down,” she protested. “Please… I’m feeling better.”

      Colin did as she asked, and she adjusted her robes, wincing at the light that bounced off the gleaming palace. Asfolk was a study in arched walls and circular patterns. Built from pink and white marble, the building’s multiple turrets were capped in royal-blue slate, its doors and windows round. The outside reminded her of a snail’s shell—shiny, smooth, and gracefully curved. Adorned in flowering ivy, Asfolk was considered the most beautiful palace in their world by many, although she had nothing to compare it to but Circe’s temple on Aeaea. Certainly it was more formal than that.

      She winced and shaded her eyes as another spike of pain stabbed through her head.

      “You okay, dancing queen?” Colin whispered. “Do I need to sign you up for a ten-step de-snailing program?”

      She giggled, then grabbed her head when the pain grew worse. “Don’t make me laugh. It hurts my head.”

      “Apologies.” He followed the word with a slanted grin.

      She rubbed her temples as two attendants opened the doors to the palace for them. “I don’t suppose you have any willow bark or a tonic in that bag of yours?”

      He frowned. “Sorry. Dragons don’t use them, but surely if you asked…”

      “This is where I leave you.” Captain Haldir gestured toward another set of doors. “You’ll find Lord Niall inside.”

      Colin bowed to the elf before reaching for the door’s golden handle. Head still throbbing, Leena followed him into a place she’d never thought she’d see—the throne room. She balked. She stood at the head of an aisle carpeted with a long purple runner. At the end of the aisle, sprawled across a wooden throne atop a raised dais, was an elf with jet-black hair and an aristocratic nose. Lord Niall. Were they supposed to walk the length of the room to speak to him or address him from back here?

      Colin didn’t seem to share her reservations. He passed her and strode forward with his arms spread wide. “Lord Niall! Such a pleasure to be in your presence again.”

      Before Leena could pick up her chin off the floor, the ruler of Rogos leaped off his seat and embraced Colin like they were old chums.

      “Colin of Paragon! I had a feeling you’d return to Rogos sooner than anticipated. You’ve fallen in love with our kingdom.” He wagged a finger at the dragon. “It will always be home to you now.”

      Colin grinned and glanced back at Leena. She didn’t like the way Niall followed that glance, as if he could read something into it. Like his piercing green eyes could trace an invisible string between Colin and her.

      “I’m actually returning Leena to the temple.”

      “Then you’ve translated the scroll?”

      Colin scratched the back of his neck. “Not yet, but—”

      “I needed to discuss something with my Quanling.” Leena strode forward until she was in the company of the two men. She’d had no idea that Niall had known about their quest or her part in it. “Colin was kind enough to escort me.”

      Niall clapped his hands together. “What luck. Quanling Marjory will be attending my banquet tonight. You can talk with her then.”

      Leena’s hand pressed into the base of her throat. It was very unusual for the Quanling to leave the temple and unheard of for any scribe to be invited to the high lord’s banquet. “But surely I… I mean, I assume…” What could she say that wouldn’t be insulting? While her mind reached for some hint of what to do, Lord Niall put her presumptions to rest.

      “You, of course, are invited as well. Someone must be there to record the event for posterity. After all, what I will announce tonight involves all of Rogos, even the scribes.”

      Lifting his eyebrows, Colin scratched his chin. “Sounds serious. Is that why you summoned us here?”

      Colin’s question was quite forward, and Leena wondered if it would anger the high lord, but Niall only smiled wider. “You are here because my fiancée predicted your arrival and because you and the Defenders of the Goddess are an integral component in ensuring the future of Rogos.”

      Leena couldn’t stifle a gasp. “Fiancée?”

      Colin patted the high lord’s shoulder. “Congratulations. I hadn’t heard.”

      Niall turned toward the dais.

      “Darling?” A woman appeared beside his throne. One second, it was just the three of them, and then there she was, leaning against the side of the chair as if she’d been standing there the entire time. Had she been invisible or somehow manifested?

      However she’d arrived, Leena was baffled by her appearance. She wasn’t an elf. Her blue eyes barely gleamed. They were almost human-looking, as were her ears, which were rounded at their tops. Her skin, the color of freshly poured cream, was enhanced with a blush at her cheeks and full red lips. Platinum hair twisted along the back of her head and was managed into intricate curls at her crown. And her gown—Leena had never seen anything like it—was shiny, silver blue, and draped to the floor. Together with a tiara, four diamond-covered spikes that peeked out from her curls, the outfit made her look like an ice queen.

      Beside her, Colin lowered himself to one knee and bowed at the waist. “Queen Penelope, it’s an honor.”

      Queen Penelope? Leena curtsied low and bowed her head. Penelope was the witch queen of Darnuith! Now that she knew who she was, she recognized her from drawings in the scrolls. No wonder she’d seemed to appear out of nowhere. The woman had the magic to do so and then some. Her outfit now seemed fitting. Darnuith was a kingdom of ice. But could it be true? Could the high lord be uniting with the queen in marriage? If so, what did that mean for Rogos?

      “My heartfelt congratulations on your betrothal,” Colin said, rising from his knee. “Is this the news you’ll be sharing at the banquet tonight?”

      Queen Penelope moved to Niall’s side as gracefully as a dancer.

      “Yes, and more,” Niall said. “But there will be plenty of time to talk politics. For now, I’m sure you’ll want to rest and freshen up before the banquet. Grindel and Sylvia will show you to your rooms.” A pair of elves appeared at his summons.

      As Sylvia led her from the throne room and in the opposite direction of Colin, Leena wondered briefly if Queen Penelope had somehow enchanted the high lord into proposing marriage. But the more she analyzed that theory, the more she found the very notion to be absurd. Elves were resistant to elemental magic, and Queen Penelope would have had to, at least initially, be magically restrained to get within ten feet of him. Plus, he looked at the witch as if he honestly loved her.

      She would have liked to talk to Colin about the turn of events but wasn’t surprised they weren’t given rooms in the same part of the palace. He was an exiled heir of the kingdom of Paragon, and she was a scribe. He’d be treated like a royal, and she… Well, she wasn’t sure how she’d be treated. She’d never been here before.

      “Please make yourself comfortable.” Sylvia gestured inside the door to a small bedroom. “There’s a dress in the closet appropriate for the banquet tonight. Please be ready by sunfall.”

      “I won’t need the dress.” Leena held her hand out to the woman. “It is against the rules of my order to wear anything but my sacred robes.”

      The older woman folded her hands and lowered her gaze. “It is against palace law to attend a royal banquet in anything but fine attire. I believe, in this case, royal law supersedes temple law.” Sylvia gave a shallow bow, then left her alone.

      Leena flopped onto the bed and stared up at the ceiling. Her headache had faded and left a lingering malaise in its place. All she’d wanted to do was return to the temple and go back to the way things were. But that end seemed to be barreling toward her both too quickly and not quickly enough. It was all so confusing.

      This morning, she’d experienced the pleasures of the flesh. Some pleasures, at least. She understood there were others. Deeper temptations.

      Unbidden, her thoughts turned to Colin, to the tent. Now that she thought back, she realized there must be more. Something was supposed to happen next. She sensed she was supposed to do something… something Colin avoided when he’d ducked out of the tent so quickly. She never thought she’d miss having a traditional mother until now. A true mother would have taught her about men, about sex.

      What was she saying? This was exactly why she had to return to the temple as soon as possible. Oh, how he’d branded her soul. Was the inner heat he commanded in her a product of his being a dragon, or were all intimacies with the opposite sex kindling for that fire? She’d never know. He was and always would be her only one.

      At least she’d learned one positive thing—her Quanling was coming to Asfolk. With any luck, the leader of her order would agree to escort her back to the temple herself, assign Colin a replacement scribe to help him with his research, and she could leave him, and all the temptation he brought with him, behind for good.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        New Orleans

        December 24th, 2018

      

      

      “What do you buy a woman who’s about to learn her granddaughter is a witch/dragon hybrid?” Raven asked Gabriel. They’d stopped by Blakemore’s Antiques to pick out a Christmas gift to bring with them to her mother’s the following morning. She was relieved that Avery and Xavier had offered to babysit Charlie while they shopped. The thought of keeping the child contained in a store full of priceless valuables made her itch, especially now that they’d learned she could fly.

      Gabriel slanted a grin in her direction. “There is that bronze dragon figurine from the Qing dynasty.”

      “Oh for the love of the goddess, can you imagine? Not only would we stop her heart with the news, but she could also relive the experience repeatedly every time she saw it.”

      Agnes came out of the office and rushed to embrace both of them in a firm hug. “I thought I heard your voices!” Her sleek silver bob was as sophisticated as ever, and the wide-legged pants she wore looked sharp with a cropped, textured sweater. She kissed Raven on both cheeks. “It’s been an age!”

      “Too long,” Gabriel agreed.

      “Where’s Richard?” Raven asked.

      “Off for the holiday. It’s Christmas Eve, after all, and unlike me, he has family. Now tell me what brings you here today. I’m sensing it isn’t to check up on the store.”

      “Never. I trust you implicitly. There’s something we need to find, and something we need to do to find it.”

      “Do tell.”

      Raven glanced around the store and lowered her voice. “No customers in today? Not even on the second floor?”

      She shook her head. “Midmorning lull.”

      Raven moved to the door and locked it, flipping the sign to Closed. “Do you want to tell her or should I?”

      As it turned out, Gabriel volunteered to fill Agnes in on everything that had happened since they’d left Blakemore’s. They joined her in what used to be Gabriel’s office, where Raven conjured them a pot of tea and added details her mate forgot. It took the better part of an hour to explain where they’d been these past months and everything that had unfolded. When Agnes heard about Charlie, she almost came out of her skin, insisting she must meet the baby before they left to return to Aeaea.

      “So, you’re here to find the remains of the tanglewood tree. My god, Gabriel, I thought the mess you were in with Crimson Vanderholt was the worst that could happen. How do the two of you get yourselves into these situations?”

      Gabriel growled and reflexively glanced at his ring, no doubt remembering the curse that had brought them together. “Don’t talk about Crimson. I still have nightmares.”

      “One good thing came of Crimson Vanderholt,” Raven said through a smile. “It was because of her spell that I was able to get pregnant with Charlie.”

      The room grew eerily quiet. Gabriel sipped his tea. Agnes rubbed under her eye.

      “Well, it’s true. Thank goodness she’s dead, but her spell, as dark and evil as her intentions were, brought Charlie into this world.” Raven poured herself another cup.

      Gabriel cleared his throat. “I’d rather not think of it.”

      Agnes stood. “Then let’s do something productive, like finding you a gift to bring to Raven’s mother, shall we? I think I have just the thing. How do you think she would feel about a stained-glass panel for one of her windows?” Agnes pointed at the small window in the brick above her head. “It was reclaimed and refurbished from an old church that was torn down years ago.”

      Raven squinted at the colorful leaded glass. There was a large bird outside the window, and its silhouette blocked the sun, obstructing her view of the pattern. She stood and crossed the room to view the simple geometric art at a better angle. Easter lilies. Her mother did have a front window in her apartment above the Three Sisters that let in the morning sun, and the bright colors matched her decor.

      “I think she’d love that.”
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      There were two ways into the apartment above the Three Sisters. One was to enter through the bar itself and use a narrow staircase that ascended between the back office and the kitchen. The other way was to employ a staircase that rose along the outside of the building and doubled as a fire escape. Since it was Christmas morning, the bar was closed, the front door locked. They’d have to use the outside stairs.

      “Gabriel, you are going to have to carry Charlie,” Raven said. “I’m not strong enough to keep her wings tucked into the blanket. She keeps squirming out of my grasp.” She rewrapped her daughter in the red plaid they’d bought for the occasion and tried her best to make her look human even though there was no way her size was anything close to natural. Once she was a veritable burrito, Raven handed her off to Gabriel.

      “Even if you hide the wings, it’s going to take Mom all of five seconds to realize something is wrong. Let’s just hope Charlie doesn’t try to eat her like she did the cat,” Avery said.

      Raven glared at her sister. “Since we’re all being so honest with Mom, I’m not sure why you and Clarissa left your mates at the Prytania house? Shouldn’t we rip off the Band-Aid and introduce them to her at the same time?”

      “Hey, technically, she’s already met Nathaniel,” Clarissa said, an easy laugh warming the air around her.

      “I just thought it would be easier on Mom if there were fewer… distractions.” Avery adjusted the stack of gifts she was carrying. “Besides, Xavier is… hard to explain on many levels.”

      Raven understood what her sister meant. Xavier had spent centuries in a pocket of magic, living cut off from the modern world. It wasn’t just that he was a Scot and a dragon—he was practically from another time. But she also knew that Avery’s deepest fear wasn’t about any of that. “You’re afraid to tell Mom you got married without her there.”

      “Maybe,” Avery admitted.

      Raven crossed her arms. “Don’t give me a hard time about Charlie. Whatever happens in there, I’m doing my best. I need you to have my back on this.”

      They all stared at the door to the apartment above the Three Sisters. No one moved.

      “Avery, give me the gifts. They’ll hide my flat stomach until I can break the news gently.”

      “Oh hell.” Clarissa released a heavy sigh. “Let’s do this.”

      None of them even had to knock. As if by some sixth sense, Mom opened the door the moment they reached it and squealed with unbridled joy. “Merry Christmas! Oh, I’m so happy you’re finally here! Come in! Come in!”

      Gabriel glanced at Raven and tucked Charlie into his chest like a football.

      “Merry Christmas!” Raven accepted a one-armed hug from her mom around the gifts. She’d missed her mother, and as Avery and Clarissa took their turns hugging her, she couldn’t help but feel a wave of nostalgia for the cramped, brightly colored kitchen that used to be the heart of their home. Less than a year ago, she’d lived here, swaddled in the unconditional love of her mother and Avery. It hadn’t all been roses, but it was what she’d needed to get her life back after her illness. The apartment seemed smaller now, but also cozy and safe. Maybe this would be okay.

      “Mom, there’s something I have to tell you,” Raven said.

      Her mom raised a finger. “Actually, there’s something I have to tell you—all of you—and I’m afraid it can’t wait.” Her honey-brown curls bounced over one shoulder as her perfectly shaped red lips spread into a wide smile. Come to think of it, her mother’s makeup was exceptionally on point, and she was dressed in an emerald-green jumpsuit Raven had never seen before.

      “Mom, you look great, but you didn’t have to get all dressed up for us,” Avery said. “We thought this was casual.” She gestured to her own jeans and lightweight Christmas sweater.

      Clarissa smiled politely and zeroed in on Sarah’s left hand. “That ring is gorgeous. Is that new?”

      Everyone stopped. Raven stared at the diamond on her mother’s finger. “No…”

      “Yes!” Sarah squealed. “David, come in here.”

      Raven’s mouth dropped open as her father stepped into the door of the kitchen, wearing a suit and tie. She didn’t miss the fact that his hair was gelled.

      David smiled nervously at everyone. “I guess the cat’s out of the bag.”

      Avery made a sound like a cough. “What cat? What bag? Why is Dad here? You didn’t say anything about Dad coming to Christmas. I didn’t even know you were speaking to each other.”

      Sarah shrugged. “We got back together. He lives here now.”

      “You what?” Raven couldn’t believe her ears.

      “Maybe we should go into the living room and have a drink,” Sarah suggested.

      “Congratulations!” Clarissa looked positively uncomfortable, and Raven and Avery pinned her with a barbed stare. Up until a few months ago, she hadn’t known Sarah was her biological mother and, as the newest member of the family, still didn’t fully appreciate the family dynamic. Raven’s father had abandoned and divorced her mother when Raven was on her deathbed and had proved himself a selfish ass time and time again.

      “No.” Avery shook her head at their sister, her voice low.

      Sarah folded her arms. “Avery Lynn Tanglewood, did you just tell Clarissa not to wish us congratulations? I’d say congratulations are perfectly in order. We’re getting remarried.”

      Avery tossed up her hands. “What? Mom, how could this happen?”

      Raven glanced at Gabriel, who stood positively still, Charlie sleeping in his arms. “Maybe Mom’s right. Maybe we should go into the living room and have a drink. I need a drink. I think we all need a drink.”

      “It’s really not that surprising,” her mom continued. “You three were gone. David and I spent more and more time together. The pressure was off. One thing led to another.”

      Avery scowled. “Eww.”

      “Eww?” David said, wagging his finger at her. “Eww? That eww once led to all of you!”

      Clarissa tucked her hair behind her ears. “Speaking of… um, nice to meet you, by the way.”

      Sarah froze. “Oh my god, that’s right! You two have never actually met, I mean, as adults. Oh my god. We’ve gone about this all out of order.”

      Clarissa and David stared at each other, each jerking forward as if they were trying to decide if it was appropriate for them to hug. David smoothed his tie. “It’s such a privilege to finally meet you.”

      The two laughed awkwardly and hugged each other.

      “Did someone mention a drink?” Avery grumbled.

      Raven sighed. “These gifts weigh a ton.” She set the stack down on the table.

      Sarah did a double take. “Why aren’t you pregnant anymore?”

      The room grew quiet. Sarah’s eyes darted from Raven to Avery to Clarissa and then finally to Gabriel and the bundle in his arms.

      “Wait, is that…?” Sarah pointed at the red plaid burrito.

      “That can’t be our grandchild,” David said.

      Gabriel loosened his grip and gently rolled Charlie to expose her sleeping face.

      Sarah approached tentatively, her features betraying her confusion. “But…”

      Raven could practically hear her mother’s mental calculator working. Sarah reached out and brushed a finger across Charlie’s cheek.

      “Mom—” Raven raised both hands as Charlie’s eyes popped open and she took one look at her grandmother, burst from her blanket, and flew around the room, through the grasping hands of Avery, Clarissa, and Gabriel, before landing in a squat on top of the refrigerator. Her red velvet Christmas dress bunched over her bare toes.

      Sarah looked at David and then back at Charlie. She pointed, then pressed the finger to her lips.

      “Charlie, stay there!” Raven held out a hand to her daughter. “Mom, I can explain.”

      “Oh shit, she’s going over!” David rushed forward and caught Sarah before she could hit the floor.
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      Colin’s room in Asfolk Palace faced west, giving him a fabulous view of the setting suns as twilight enveloped Rogos. He smoothed the lapels of the suit he’d been given to wear, a black-and-white affair that was more formal than he was used to and a little tight in the shoulders. Tonight, he’d wear a burlap sack if Niall asked him to.

      He needed Rogos to align with the Defenders of the Goddess against Paragon, and he hoped this recent engagement meant an end to Rogos’s neutrality. Darnuith, after all, had never been neutral; their tentative peace with Paragon had been fraught with tension and political positioning. That said, Queen Penelope had avoided an alliance with the Defenders of the Goddess with as much passion as she’d evaded a close relationship with Eleanor. It was well known she didn’t trust dragons. It didn’t matter which side they were on.

      The match between Niall and Penelope made him uneasy. Was it a political marriage, or was romance involved? Only a fool would underestimate the power and influence of the witch queen of Darnuith. As much as he appreciated that Rogos might benefit from an alliance between the two kingdoms, it had to be a bit like grabbing a tiger by the tail.

      A knock came on the door. “High Lord Niall requests your presence in the ballroom,” a male’s voice announced.

      Colin slid his feet into his shoes and opened the door. The elf on the other side was elderly and small—his head only reached Colin’s bottom rib, and his pointed ears bent at the tips.

      “Hello again, Grindel.”

      The little elf bowed. “If you’ll please follow me.”

      Colin allowed Grindel to escort him to the ballroom and then to what appeared to be a staging area near the front of the immense hall. But when he passed through the door Grindel indicated, Colin pulled up short. It wasn’t Niall waiting for him inside but Queen Penelope, and she was alone.

      “Apologies,” Colin murmured, backing toward the door. “The elf who brought me here said I was to meet Niall. He must have put me in the wrong room.” He reached for the door handle, but with the sweep of one hand, he heard the door lock before he could open it.

      “He told you what I asked him to tell you.” The queen’s voice was warm and melodious. Instantly, he wanted to gather her in his arms and give her a friendly hug as if she were a long-lost acquaintance. He was resistant to her magic but not immune to it and felt himself relaxing under her influence.

      “Why did you want to see me?” He leaned his back against the door, keeping as much space as possible between them. Relaxed as her magic might make him, there was no mistaking he was in a dangerous situation. Simply being alone with her in this room could cause a diplomatic mess with Niall, and he’d be a fool to trust her after the way she’d lured him there.

      Her icy blue eyes locked on to his, and her wide mouth spread into a smile. “I heard something interesting recently from a mutual friend of ours, and I thought you’d be the best one to confirm the rumor.”

      The scent of honey filled the room. Colin had the distinct impression that the air was wrapping around him like a cozy blanket. She was just so nice. He hadn’t remembered what a kind and welcoming person the queen was. He shook his head to clear it. “Which friend? Which rumor?”

      “Zander Wraithwing says that you have the three sisters and they may have one of Darnuith’s most precious but missing historical artifacts, the golden grimoire.”

      “There is a golden grimoire, but it isn’t Darnuith’s. It was left to the three sisters by their ancestor Medea.” Colin shook his head again, fighting the fog that kept clogging up his thoughts. He had to concentrate to think.

      Penelope’s smile grew wider. “Exactly. I knew you’d understand. An honorable dragon like you was sure to see the truth of it. Medea was our queen, and the three sisters are witches and her descendants. Therefore, by law, citizens of Darnuith. When Medea left the grimoire to them, she was leaving it to us.”

      “I don’t think… I, uh, I’ll have to talk to Raven. Truth is, we haven’t even found it yet.” The room grew hot. He tugged at the collar of his shirt.

      She giggled and shrugged in the most charming way. It made him smile. “A clever man like you must have some idea where it is.”

      He blinked rapidly against a shimmer that surrounded her like an aura. “It’s here,” he said. “Somewhere, locked in a grave in Rogos. We have a crypt key, but we need the three sisters to translate the sacred scroll to know which tomb it fits.”

      “The scribe was helping you, wasn’t she?”

      “Leena helped me find the scroll and was curating it while the three sisters attempted to break the enchantment over it.”

      “So why are you back here?” Her voice rang like a bell, and her warm smile never faltered.

      “Leena wanted to go home. She was… afraid of how the greater world was changing her. I was escorting her back to the temple.”

      “Hmm. But you need her?”

      “In more ways than one,” he said softly.

      Penelope rubbed her fingers lightly over her left collarbone, above the neckline of her dress. “You will find the grimoire, Colin. I just know you will. And when you do, you’ll bring it to me.”

      “I, uh…” He couldn’t make any promises, but he couldn’t think of the words to tell her so.

      “There then, it’s all settled.” She patted his arm, and he wondered when she’d crossed the room. “I’m so glad we had this talk.”

      She stood on her tiptoes and placed a kiss on his cheek. His eyebrows shot up, and he smiled after her as she opened the door and floated from the room.

      Only after she was gone did a fresh waft of air come through the door and clear his head. He frowned. Had he just promised her the grimoire? No. No, he hadn’t. But she’d wanted him to. She’d used her magic, hoping the influence would hold, consciously or unconsciously.

      Even though it hadn’t completely worked, he hated how much he wanted to give her the grimoire right then. He could just imagine how it would make her smile. He stepped out of the staging room, shaking off the last remnants of the interaction and knowing one thing for certain—there was more than one reason Queen Penelope was interested in the Defenders of the Goddess, and all of them needed to be very careful around her.

      He accepted a bubbly yellow drink in a tall glass from a passing server and watched the ballroom fill fast with people from all over Rogos, everyone dressed in their finest. Colin recognized Quanling Marjory, dressed in a yellow gown that made her skin look sallow. He wondered if that was a purposeful compromise. The scribe leader couldn’t wear her robes at the function, but she could wear a dress that made her look just as pious.

      Colin scanned the crowd for Niall. If he could speak to the high lord again, if only for a few minutes, he could ask about Darnuith and how he’d met Queen Penelope. Working with the two kingdoms would require a gentle hand, but they’d all have to be in lockstep if they were to overcome Paragon’s dragons.

      If Niall was among the crowd, though, Colin didn’t notice because before he could find the high lord of the elves, his gaze locked on to a vision in midnight blue floating into the room. Leena. Her dark copper hair had been freed from its usual braid and lay in soft curls that rested on bare shoulders, fire against ice. Her dress was strapless and hugged her figure, skimming her legs to her ankles and parting over her left knee when she walked. From her fingers, a matching satchel dangled, large enough to hold the scrolls she swore she never left behind. It made him smile to think of her dedication even while the sight of her silky, pale skin made his dragon coil and chuff within him. He scratched his arms through his suit to distract from the prickle of his heated blood.

      Leena’s violet eyes met his, her inner light making them violently purple, as bright as the lamps burning on the walls. Only, as soon as she saw him, her smile faded. He tried not to take it personally. Had he spent less time with her, he might have thought she hated him. But that wasn’t hate he saw in her expression—it was fear. She wanted to hate him. It would make things far easier for her. Bastard that he was, he wouldn’t let that happen.

      He started for her, cutting through the crowd of faceless guests, unable to see anyone but her. Her gaze darted around the room, looking for a lifeline, anything to avoid facing him again. One more night. Tomorrow, she’d leave with her Quanling, her replacement would be assigned, and he likely wouldn’t ever see her again.

      One more night to feel the temptation she’d made it clear to him she wanted to avoid.

      One more night to change her mind and win her over.

      Turned out his dragon was okay with being a bastard.

      “You look stunning,” he said when he finally reached her.

      Her eyes flicked down to her toes. “I’d rather be in my robes, and I can’t walk in these shoes, but I’m told this is expected of me.”

      He frowned. He hated the idea that her upbringing had made it so she couldn’t even enjoy one night of glitz and glamour. She’d always feel like she should be wrapped in burlap even when she was clearly a queen. “Well, we all have to do what is expected of us. I guess the dress is just one more worldly experience you can leave behind when you’re back at the temple.”

      She smoothed a hand over the already smooth material at her waist. “Yes. It shouldn’t be long now. Actually, I should try to find my Quanling. I’m sure Marjory will be happy to escort me home and name my replacement.”

      The thought burrowed into his heart, where it condensed into a heavy weight that threatened to make the floor cave in. “Are you sure you’re ready? Have you… sampled enough of life to quell your curiosity?”

      Her cheeks turned a delightful shade of pink, and her gaze swept toward her shoes. “There is one thing I’m curious about.”

      “Oh?”

      She looked both ways, cheeks blazing.

      “This way.” He gestured to a door that led outside to the balcony. They stepped into the cool night air, and he tugged her out of view of the ballroom, behind a marble pillar and against the outer wall of the palace. “There’s no one out here.”

      “Because it’s freezing!” She shivered and hugged herself.

      He stepped closer, extending his wings and wrapping them around her. “Better?”

      Close now, within his shelter, those violet eyes turned stormy. “Better.”

      “So, what is it you’re curious about?”

      Her eyes flicked away from his. “What you did to me in the tent, it seemed… one-sided… Like there should be more.”

      Heat rose with other more interesting parts of his body as he remembered that morning. “You’re right. There is more. Much more.”

      “Tell me.” And just like that, the bashful scribe was gone, and the twinkling eyes and impish grin of the woman he’d first kissed on the beach were back.

      “Well…” How to say this without scaring her away? “What I did to you, usually a woman would… reciprocate.”

      Her lips parted. “I was supposed to do the same to you?”

      “No. You don’t have to. There’s no obligation between lovers.” Now it was his turn to look away, his inner dragon chuffing for her touch.

      “But you left the tent so quickly.”

      “I didn’t want to show you more than you were ready for. I wasn’t sure how much you wanted to… sample.”

      She sighed. “With you, Colin, I find every bite I take just leads me to want another.”

      “Maybe that means you need a steady diet.” He leaned forward. Her mouth was so close her chin tipped up within the shelter of his wings. He stopped when she shook her head, a tear forming in the corner of her eye.

      “That’s exactly why I have to go.” She backed up, breaking from his wings and heading for the door, her skin forming goose bumps in the cold.

      “Leena…”

      She patted the bag at her hip. “I’ve got to get inside. It’s my job to record this big announcement for posterity.”

      “You’re a good scribe.”

      She nodded.

      “What about your idea to search for the grave using the year the scroll was created?”

      “It will be the first thing I suggest to my replacement to pursue.”

      “I’d prefer you. You’re familiar with the history.”

      “It will not be me.” She smiled and sighed. “If you’ll excuse me—”

      “Was it my dancing?” He flashed her a crooked grin.

      For a moment, she blinked at him. “I am sorry about that. The snail venom has an inebriating effect.”

      He shrugged. “I loved every minute of it. I’ve never seen such joy on your face.”

      She dropped her chin and stared down at her tangled fingers, her cheeks blazing again. “Yes, you have, just this morning.” She pivoted away from him, leaving him dumb struck, and stepped through the doors into the crowd.
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      Leena’s heart thumped in her chest as she strode aimlessly away from Colin and the balcony. She had to get back to the temple. He was too much of a temptation, becoming too precious to her. Already, she wondered how she would find the strength within herself to let him go.

      And it was sinful what she was doing. Using him. Experimenting on him. How embarrassing to learn that she’d been so overwhelmed by the experience he’d given her in the tent that she hadn’t thought to find out how he liked to be touched. She wondered now what that thick hardness he’d pressed against her belly would feel like in her hand. Why had she never thought to research male anatomy in the temple library? Why hadn’t she read about sex?

      But she knew the answer to both those questions. She’d never even been tempted to because what a coupling represented to her was a place of pain and suffering. She’d always felt lucky to avoid the trappings of coupledom. Until Colin. Until the strange feelings he ignited in her.

      The most shameful part—the part she didn’t want to admit, even to herself—was that there was more to her experimenting than simple lust. If her attraction to Colin was purely physical, it would be far easier to deny herself. No, there were definitely deeper feelings here. Layers of friendship and mutual admiration. He made her laugh. Made her feel totally accepted, just as she was.

      Alone among the throng of people gathered for the ball, she smoothed her dress, hoping no one could see the turmoil raging inside her. Surprisingly, her dress showed none of it. On the outside, she was as calm and collected as when she left her room. Small favors.

      She was relieved when Quanling Marjory came into view, her austere yellow dress far more appropriate than the one the palace had loaned her. She wondered if the woman kept it for such events.

      “Goddess, it is good to see you, Mother,” Leena said, using the term of endearment that scribes used for the head of their order. Although they were not physically related, Marjory was as much a mother to her as the woman who had delivered her into this world.

      “Leena, my daughter, how lovely you look,” the older woman said in a low voice.

      “I know it’s disgraceful, but I was told my robes were inappropriate.”

      “Oh, they are, dear. You really had no choice. But your appearance is quite pleasing for the circumstances and is, in fact, appropriate. Try not to feel out of place. The goddess loves adaptability.”

      She pressed a hand to her chest. “I’m relieved you think so. I miss the simplicity of temple life.”

      “Don’t we all,” Marjory said, but there was a hint of humor in her voice. She followed it up with a sip from a bubbly yellow beverage. Was that wine? The Quanling did drink alcohol during certain ceremonies at the temple, but for some reason, this seemed different. That sip was entirely for pleasure. She’d never seen Marjory do anything entirely for pleasure before.

      Leena sighed. Pleasure was exactly why she needed to speak with the woman. “I wonder if I might have a moment with you?”

      “Of course, but quickly. People are starting to take their seats. I believe both the food and the big announcement are coming soon.”

      Leena didn’t let on that she knew what part of that announcement would be. It wasn’t her news to tell, and disclosing the betrothal now could undermine the event. “I was wondering if you might escort me back to the temple when you return tomorrow. As the leader of the resistance, Colin has much to do. I hate to distract him from his responsibilities.”

      “Of course you can travel with me. Frankly, I’m surprised you’re returning so soon. Have the rebels learned all they can from the scroll?”

      “All that I can help them with. I’d like you to name a replacement for me.”

      That earned her a sideways glance. Marjory opened her mouth to respond, but they were interrupted when a servant near the head table rang a loud and persistent bell with a sweeping motion that required the use of his entire body.

      “We’ll discuss this later,” Marjory said.

      Leena followed her to their assigned table. Soon, the room was flooded with servers bringing out a parade of dishes that Leena had never tasted before. There was roast elderbeast and razorwing pie, a noodle dish she didn’t know the name of, and she was served a glass of the bubbling yellow wine.

      She glanced at Marjory, who gave her a reassuring smile. “Enjoy yourself, daughter. You have my permission to indulge fully in the banquet. After all, we serve the goddess, and the high lord is her named ruler of Rogos. Rejecting his banquet would be an affront to her name.”

      Leena reached for the glass and took a tentative sip. The liquid was herbal, definitely alcoholic, but crisp and refreshing. The slightly sweet flavor left the taste of apple and citrus in her throat. “Mmm. What is this?”

      Marjory grinned. “Dornapple wine. Incredible, isn’t it? The fruit is inedible before fermentation. Most people consider the tree a weed. But for the elf who is willing to invest the time, the rewards are theirs to reap.” She raised her glass, the lines in her cheeks growing deeper with her smile.

      Leena had to agree. The drink was delightful, and it helped to relax her as they progressed with the meal.

      “Does anyone know what this might be about?” the man seated across from her asked.

      “It has to be about the trade routes,” an elderly woman beside her stated. She clutched the oversized, polished jade necklace she wore around her birdlike neck. “Paragon has never gone so far as to cut Rogos off entirely. It’s dastardly. That awful Eleanor has gone too far. Everfield has already fallen. How long until her dragons are at our gates?”

      Marjory chewed her food carefully before speaking. “Eleanor will realize soon enough that her actions won’t achieve the desired effect. Rogos prides itself on being self-sufficient. We produce enough within our boundaries to feed and clothe every citizen. I wouldn’t worry.”

      The heavyset elf beside her gave a hearty guffaw that made his jowls shake. “Spoken as a true scribe. With all due respect to your ministry, the rest of us have grown accustomed to choice and luxury, not to mention reaping the profits of selling our goods to the other kingdoms. We need those routes to preserve our way of life.”

      “Thank the goddess for the resistance,” the lanky elf beside Leena chimed in. He sipped his wine before adding, “Almost everything is still available via the black market, although the prices will rise, I’m sure. Worth it, though, considering the risk they take now that Everfield has fallen. Word is the Obsidian Guard is permanently stationed along the east side of the Sanguine River.”

      “I don’t think it’s a coincidence that the queen of Darnuith is sitting in a place of honor at the head table,” the man beside her added. “They likely called us here to tell us what they plan to do about the blockade.”

      “I don’t trust her,” the woman with the jade necklace added. “You can’t trust witches any more than dragons. If there’s anything our history teaches us, it is that both are only interested in more. More power. More things to collect. More magic.”

      Leena couldn’t hold her tongue. “Excuse me, but didn’t this gentleman just mention that the resistance and its black market are keeping Rogos afloat during this difficult time?”

      The woman’s prominent upper lip curved like a duck’s bill as she tucked in her chin to stare down her nose at Leena. “Yes, girl. What has that got to do with anything?”

      “Well, it’s only that the Defenders of the Goddess are led and run by dragons, the former heirs to the kingdom of Paragon. And there are witches helping them too. I’ve met them myself.”

      “What’s your point?” the heavy elf said.

      “Only that it’s probably not fair to judge an entire species based on the actions of a few. I’m sure to dragons and witches, elves seem stubbornly hands-off during times like these. Neutral and independent we may be, but we are more than ready to enjoy the benefits of those who are not when it suits us.”

      The lean elf grunted and drank the rest of his wine. “The young always have such idealistic views.”

      Leena leaned back in her chair, regretting that she’d said anything.

      “You were right, daughter,” Marjory whispered. “Don’t be discouraged to speak your mind. These elves always want to have it both ways.”

      “I’m just looking forward to returning home to Niven,” Leena said softly. “All of this unsettles me.”

      Marjory frowned. “It should unsettle you, dear. The world is changing. Nowhere is immune to it, not even the temple.”

      Before Leena could say another word, the servant rang his bell again and the crowd went silent. “If I can have your attention, please,” the tiny man announced. “High Lord Niall has an announcement.”

      Leena reached for her bag and pulled out her quill and a blank scroll.
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        Asfolk Palace

        Rogos

        Year of the Goddess: ͵βιθ, Capricorn 3rd

      

      

      I, Leena of Niven, scribe of the Order of the Sacred Pools, am honored to be a guest of Asfolk Palace, charged with recording the historic event unfolding this night. High Lord Niall has called in representatives from every district in Rogos for an exclusive banquet and special announcement. Speculation is high about what this announcement might be given the recent closure of trade routes and the occupation of the Sanguine River by the empress of Paragon. With the traditional meal concluded, the attendees wait patiently for our high ruler to speak.

      Murmurs slowly fade and then stop altogether as Niall stands and accepts from one of the servants an enchanted crystal meant to amplify his voice. At the head table behind him, the witch queen of Darnuith, wearing a silver-blue gown that makes her appear as if she’s brought the icy power of her kingdom with her on her person, looks on with nothing but admiration in her expression. Beside her, the ambassador to Darnuith, Claxon, watches stoically from his place of honor.

      A weighty silence spreads across the room as the high lord prepares to speak. “It pleases me that so many of you could join us on such short notice for this celebration and announcement.” His sleek ebony hair frames his face as he looks out over the tables. “The kingdom of Rogos has a long tradition of maintaining neutrality. For the four hundred years I have ruled, our isolationist policies have served us well. We have flourished and become self-sufficient.”

      The crowd gives a short round of applause.

      Niall frowns. “But times have changed. The empress of Paragon has recently closed off all trade routes between the five kingdoms. Everfield has fallen under her heel, giving her control of the entire Sanguine River and what remains of the Empyrean Wood. She claims to want to unite the kingdoms, but what we’ve seen in Everfield is the manifestation of her true desire, to destroy them and enslave their people. Enslave our people!” Niall’s voice rises, passion bleeding through his words.

      A quorum of boos rings out. Elves dart glances at one another and thump their tables with their fists to communicate their displeasure at the thought.

      “You may have noticed that Queen Penelope has joined me tonight,” Niall continues. “You may have wondered why. The day before yesterday, it rained blood in Darnuith, a dark spell cast by the empress, meant to poison their crops and force that kingdom into her hand. Thankfully, their queen, our powerful ally, thwarted the curse. Darnuith has closed their border with Paragon and cut off all diplomatic relations with the empress.”

      A cheer rings through the ballroom. The crowd applauds the queen for her courage standing up to Paragon.

      “But the threat is still there to both our kingdoms. Daily, I receive a falcon from the empress of Paragon asking for me to bend the knee. What she tried in Darnuith, she will try here in time.”

      Now the room grows so quiet this scribe can hear the bubbles in the wineglasses fizz. No one needs to speak for everyone to understand. While Queen Penelope has the type of magic that could shelter Darnuith’s crops from blood rain, Rogos does not. Elfin magic is strong but, unlike Darnuith’s, their crops and industry are spread across the kingdom. A protective spell of impossible size would be needed to protect it all, an effort far beyond elf magic.

      “I am convinced that neutrality is no longer an option for Rogos,” Niall says.

      Murmurs rise like a wave in the crowd. Tension in the room ratchets up.

      “Never fear—your high lord will keep you safe.” He licks his lips. “I am pleased to announce that just this morning, Queen Penelope of Darnuith accepted my proposal of marriage, and we were united in matrimony only hours ago.”

      The murmurs grow louder. A desert dweller pops from his chair and moves to storm from the room, but another at his table grabs his arm and escorts him back to his seat. No one looks happy. The expressions in the room range from alarm to disgust.

      Niall lowers his head, his voice growing serious. “With our marriage comes an alliance between our kingdoms. Darnuith has promised protection to Rogos, and Rogos has agreed.” He scans the crowd as all levity melts from his face. “Come sunrise, Rogos, together with Darnuith, will prepare our troops, we will align with the Defenders of the Goddess, and together, two kingdoms united, we will declare war on Paragon.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Leena dropped her quill as the ballroom exploded into shouts and confused murmurs. The woman in the jade necklace whimpered and appeared to faint in her chair. The heavyset elf jumped to his feet, shaking his fist and yelling his displeasure at this turn of events. Guests headed toward the doors, anxious to find other guests and to speak about the announcement.

      “By the goddess,” Marjory said, her face paling. She grabbed Leena’s arm. “War? A political marriage? Now? Do you know what this means?”

      Leena wasn’t sure she did. After spending time with Colin, she’d come to realize that war was inevitable, but the other citizens of Rogos in the room seemed to come out of their skin at the thought. Admittedly, she’d never expected it to happen this fast. What did this mean for the temple? She blinked back a flood of anxiety, then realized that her role was the same as always.

      “I need to get this down.” She tapped her quill to her scroll. “Everything that I see and hear. When we get back to the temple—”

      Marjory’s gaze snapped to hers, and the look in her eyes bordered on panic. Leena recoiled.

      “Our high lord has just declared war, my daughter,” she whispered. “I believe it is still to be learned what the future of the temple will be.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Rogos will prepare its army, and we have a number of able-bodied men and women in our ranks, all of them trained to defend themselves.”

      “We’re trained to defend the scrolls,” Leena said. That was why she’d learned to shoot poison arrows with her bare hands.

      Marjory gave her a pitying look, tipped her head to the side, and pursed her lips. “We need to prepare ourselves. Everything will change.” Marjory laid a hand on her arm. “The ambassador to Niven is heading this way.”

      A lithe but elderly elf that Leena had met once years ago came to stand before them, extending his hand. “Quanling Marjory, it’s a pleasure to see you again.”

      “And you as well, Ambassador Rajesh.” Marjory gave a small bow. “You remember my scribe Leena?”

      “Of course. Actually, she is part of the reason I’ve sought you out tonight.”

      Oh no. A dark, sinking feeling welled in Leena’s gut.

      “First, I must inform you that troops will be descending on Niven in the near future to harvest the goddess’s tears for use in weapons against Paragon.”

      Marjory bowed her head. “I expected as much. We have preserved the knowledge of these weapons from long ago, and our scribes will aid our soldiers in any way needed.”

      “Excellent.”

      Leena’s stomach clenched. Soldiers at the temple?

      “Which brings me to Leena,” Rajesh added. “It seems her help is an integral part of the war effort. Something about finding a crypt and a weapon. I can’t say I understood it all. But High Lord Niall has insisted that her role is key and she must not be removed from the task.”

      Panic rose like bile in Leena’s throat. “No,” she blurted. That was louder than she’d intended. She cleared her throat. “Excuse me. I’m sure what he meant was that a scribe’s involvement is key. The Defenders of the Goddess need a scribe to research graves to find a potential weapon hidden there. Any scribe could do it. It doesn’t have to be me.”

      The ambassador shook his head. “He made it very clear. Only you.”

      Leena turned toward Marjory. “May I speak with you privately for a moment?”

      Her Quanling pursed her lips until tight vertical lines appeared beneath her nose. “Excuse us, Rajesh.” The older woman gripped her arm and pulled her to the side. “What is wrong with you? When the high lord asks for your service, it is your duty to comply.”

      “I… I can’t.” She pressed a hand to her stomach and lowered her voice. “The reason Colin escorted me back here now was so that you can assign an alternate scribe to the task, Mother. Our… relationship… has become inappropriate.” Heat crept up her neck to her ears.

      She knew her Quanling noticed the blush because her eyes narrowed on her cheeks. “What do you mean, inappropriate?”

      “He has expressed feelings for me,” she whispered.

      “You, of course, have done nothing to invite these feelings.”

      Leena’s gaze shifted to the floor. “Not intentionally.”

      Marjory made a sound deep in her throat. “And you have explained to him your oath and obligations?”

      “Yes, Mother.” She was a horrible scribe for acting on her impulses. She must go back to the temple. Must put distance between Colin and herself.

      “Then I fail to see the problem. I am sure he will respect the boundaries of your oath.” Leena’s gaze snapped up to her Quanling’s and found the woman’s eyes cold and hard.

      “But I think it would be best—”

      “The temple is not a place to hide, daughter, especially now, not with a world at war. You and Colin will come with me back to the temple where you, and no one else, will help him find what he is looking for. Am I understood?”

      Leena swallowed. “Yes, Mother.”

      “Very good.” She ushered her back to the ambassador. “Apologies for the delay. Leena misunderstood her assignment. She will help in any way she can to protect and advance the kingdom of Rogos.”

      “Splendid,” Raj said. “The high lord will be pleased.”

      And so, Leena thought with a scowl, would Colin.
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        New Orleans

        December 25th, 2018

      

      

      Raven chewed her lip while her mother and father stared at Charlie with a look of total surrender on their faces. They’d been like that for the better part of an hour, just trying to let everything sink in. She thought it was not unlike the stages of grief. They’d journeyed through denial and then anger, when her father had chastised them all for keeping this a secret for so long, and now she suspected they were entering depression.

      They sat shoulder to shoulder on the floral sofa in the living room, both looking a little light-headed, and leaned into each other as if they were holding each other up.

      “You’re a witch,” Sarah said absently. “All three of you are witches.”

      They’d gone over this a hundred times. “Yes. Just like the family legends always said.” Raven nodded. “It was all true. It runs in our blood.”

      Sarah glanced at David as if he were to blame, but, in fact, it was the Tanglewood bloodline, Sarah’s bloodline, that gave them their magic. “I guess it skipped a generation.”

      “And you’re a dragon?” David squinted at Gabriel and ran a hand down his face when her mate nodded slowly. “Our grandchild can fly.”

      “Yes,” Raven said in her most soothing voice… again.

      “It’s really not that big of a deal.” Avery flipped one hand in the air, garnering looks of horror from her parents. “Once you get used to the idea, it will seem perfectly normal.”

      Charlie chose that moment to soar across the room and land in Raven’s lap. David’s mouth dropped open in a frown so exaggerated it was almost comical. Gabriel rubbed Raven’s shoulder and pulled Charlie into his arms.

      “I never had a family like this,” Gabriel said in a voice like scorched embers. “My childhood was filled with weighty expectations and clenched teeth. My uncle assassinated my father and my eldest brother.”

      Sarah inhaled sharply, and David wrapped a comforting arm around her.

      “My father was more concerned with how well we fought in the pits than showing us any sort of affection. Still, I missed him after he was gone. Our uncle, as it turns out, was acting under my mother’s influence. She tricked my siblings and me into thinking we must stay apart, and so for three hundred years, we didn’t even have one another.”

      A gagging sound came from Sarah’s direction. “Did you say three hundred years?”

      Gabriel glanced toward Raven, a resigned look on his face. “I am approximately five hundred years old, give or take a few due to the differences in the time flow between our worlds. I am a dragon. I am immortal. As are your daughter and your granddaughter.”

      Now Sarah pressed both hands into her mouth.

      “I keep waiting for you all to tell us the punch line,” David said. “But we’re the punch line. The human grandparents.” He gestured toward Charlie, shaking his head. “Is this real?”

      Gabriel spread his wings. Her mother looked as if she might faint again. Raven snapped her fingers, and a spark of magic spelled out Merry Christmas in the air between them. Sarah and David looked like they’d stopped breathing.

      “It’s real. And you’re not a punch line, Dad. Neither of you is. We thought about keeping this from you, but we think you can handle it.”

      Clarissa laughed nervously. “Hey, but it’s not nearly as exciting as you two lovebirds getting back together, am I right?”

      Everyone turned and stared at her.

      “Just trying to lighten the mood.” She grabbed the sides of her chair and stretched her legs out in front of her.

      Charlie started gnawing on Gabriel’s arm.

      “Mom, I know you’re still processing all this, but Charlie is hungry. The meal smells delicious. Can I feed her?”

      Her mother shook herself like she was waking up. “Hungry? But surely she…”

      “She eats everything we eat, although she prefers meat… rare.” Raven felt her smile falter. That was one of the odder things about Charlie that she hadn’t quite gotten used to herself.

      Sarah sat up straighter. “I have just the thing.” She pointed over her shoulder. “I made prime rib. She can have the center piece.” She popped off the couch and headed for the kitchen.

      “You know your mother,” David said. “Nothing trumps her instinct to feed people.”

      Her father must have been right, because in a matter of minutes, Raven found herself at the dining room table, passing bowls of whipped potatoes and fried okra. Her mother had produced a high chair that must have been from the restaurant and succeeded in getting Charlie into it, wings and all.

      “Now, you stay right there,” she said, pointing a finger at Charlie’s nose. “And I will get you some nummy beef.”

      Raven couldn’t believe it. Charlie stayed absolutely still, watching with widened eyes as her grandma cubed up the red portion of the center cut of prime rib and put it on her tray. She started eating without a fuss.

      “That’s incredible,” Raven said. “How did you get her to mind you?”

      Sarah waved a hand dismissively and spread her napkin on her lap. “It’s all in the voice. You have to tell them what to do. You don’t ask a toddler, you tell them. She knows I’m serious.”

      For the next glorious hour, Raven enjoyed a relatively normal family meal. She kept exchanging glances with Avery. Her sister had been right. Mom and Dad could handle this. Everything was going to be so much easier now that they knew.

      And then David asked a question. “Now that you’re back, are you going to live above Blakemore’s? Or in that Garden District place you bought before the wedding? I’ve got to tell you, I think that place needs work. If Charlie is going to be growing up there, we need to fix up the yard. Maybe buy a swing set.”

      Sarah held up a finger. “Oh, Bob from church is selling their swing set. Beautiful castle-like thing with a slide. It would be perfect for Charlie.”

      Raven swallowed what was in her mouth. “We, uh, can’t stay.”

      Forks rattled against plates as her mother and father stopped eating.

      Avery came to her rescue. “You heard Gabriel talk about the horrible things his mother did, but he hasn’t told you about the horrible things she’s doing right now. We came here because we think that the three women who started the Three Sisters hid something here for us to find, something that could help us conquer her.”

      “Conquer her?” David chuckled. “You make it sound like you’re going to war.”

      “We are,” Gabriel said gravely. “Now that Marius is gone, I am the heir to the throne of Paragon, and with the help of your daughters’ magic, we plan to right the wrong my mother has inflicted and take back the kingdom.”

      Sarah’s eyebrows rose. “You plan to be king?” she squeaked. Her fingers tugged nervously at her ear.

      Gabriel nodded darkly. It took all Raven’s self-control not to elbow him in the side. He was brooding, and his eyes were doing that fiery devil thing they did when he was thinking about something serious. He was going to scare her parents out of their skin.

      “More potatoes?” Raven asked lightly, taking a heap for herself, then attempting to pass the dish. Nobody took her up on it.

      “Which means you will be queen,” David said, staring at her, slack-jawed.

      Clarissa stopped chewing, her gaze ping-ponging around the table. “Mmmm, potatoes. Pass those over here.”

      Raven handed her the bowl, then turned back to her father. “Yes. I will be queen. If we can conquer Eleanor.”

      “Can we… visit?” Sarah asked.

      Gabriel smiled. “Once it is safe, we would love to have you as our guests.”

      Sarah nodded and absently stroked back Charlie’s platinum curls, then took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “Well then, we need to find whatever it is the original three Tanglewood sisters left for you.”

      The entire table seemed to release a collective breath, even David, as if he was happy as long as Sarah was happy.

      “Do you know what it looks like?” Sarah asked.

      Raven nodded. “A tree. Or part of a tree.”

      Sarah snorted. “Not the tanglewood tree?”

      All three sisters leaned forward.

      “Yes, Mom,” Avery said. “We need a piece of the tanglewood tree.”

      “You know the legend is that our ancestor was burned at the stake over its pieces.” She rubbed her chin.

      “I’d heard,” Raven said. “But we think there might be pieces of it left.”

      Sarah nodded. “Well, yes. There are three.”

      “What?” Raven, Avery, and Clarissa yelled in unison.

      “Sure. Well, you two know.” She wagged a finger between Raven and Avery incredulously. “It hangs above the bar. The wands. The magic wands!”

      When Raven stared at her blankly, her mother clarified. “Right above the beer taps. On the wall. Oh, for Christ’s sake, let’s go down there. I’ll show you.” She pulled the napkin from her lap and tossed it onto the table.

      They all followed Sarah through the back door and down into the closed restaurant. She walked behind the bar and pointed up. A dropped section of ceiling ran the length of the bar in the same shape as the counter. And there, hanging so that only the workers would likely see it, was a shadowbox with a framed piece of wood.

      “I can’t believe I never noticed that before,” Avery said.

      Sarah grabbed a stepladder and climbed up to pull it off the wall. “I’m surprised we can still see it through all the dust.” She blew along the top, and a cloud settled down around them. She handed it to Raven.

      “How do you know this is part of the tanglewood tree?” Gabriel asked.

      “It says so, right on the back. That’s why I left it up there all these years. Grandma said it was lucky because it came from our family tree.”

      “Literally,” Clarissa said.

      Gabriel, Charlie in his arms, tapped the back of the box, and Avery and Clarissa leaned in as Raven turned it over. Etched into the wood on the back was Tanglewood 1625 with a triquetra beside it.

      “It’s three, you know.” Sarah pointed a manicured finger at the box, and Raven turned it back over and stared at the blur of brown behind the glass. “Grandma told me it’s actually their three magic wands, wrapped so tightly together that it looks like one solid branch. She said it was a symbol for the three sisters’ undying affection for one another.”

      Clarissa reached for the box. “Let’s get this baby open and see for ourselves.”

      Raven tried to open the back, but it was nailed shut. “Mom, do you care about the frame?”

      Sarah shook her head. “Not a bit.”

      “Clarissa?” Raven held it up and turned her face away. Without another word, Clarissa sang a high note and the glass shattered. Avery caught the brown hunk of wood as it fell from its mount.

      “I see it now,” Avery said. “Mom was right. There’re three separate branches.” Avery grasped the stub of one. “It tingles.” Raven reached for another, and Clarissa looked between them before grasping the third. The wood vibrated, then stopped.

      “This isn’t mine,” Clarissa said slowly.

      Raven looked at her. “I thought it was just me.”

      They switched sides. Instantly, a flood of heat flowed through Raven’s body.

      “Ugh,” Raven said. “My mouth tastes like basil, and my veins feel like they’re sprouting leaves!”

      “Mine feels cold, like dark ice.” Clarissa smiled.

      Avery looked between them excitedly. “Mine feels hot and bubbly.”

      “I think… Try to pull. I think mine is slipping! Maybe we can pull them apart!” Avery said.

      “Careful. They’re so old. We don’t want them to snap,” Clarissa added.

      But Raven could see a faint light growing between the coiled branches. “It won’t snap. Slow and steady. One… Two… Three…”

      Raven pulled evenly on her wand. The light grew brighter, and then the wood untangled, one from another. She grasped her piece tighter as wind rushed up between them. Hers was six inches in length, polished smooth, and twisted naturally from its base to a slightly upturned tip. Through a column of light, she stared at her sisters, their hair blowing back from their faces. Clarissa held up a sleek and dark wand slightly longer than Raven’s with an elongated knot in the wood of one side. Avery’s was crooked and held a hint of bark.

      For a second, Raven smelled something sweet, like blossoming fruit trees. And then a flood of power surged between them. It knocked the air from her lungs before crashing to the ground and flowing across her toes. Once she could draw breath again, she locked eyes with her sisters. She could hear their hearts beating. Without a shadow of a doubt, something important had just happened. They were even closer now than before. Bound. Before by blood, now by an even stronger magic.

      “Oh my god,” David said incredulously. “It’s all true. Your crazy family. This damn bar. All true.”

      The wind and the light faded away, and Raven drew in a deep, cleansing breath. “It’s true. You have no idea how much you’ve helped us, Mom.” Tears filled her eyes as she stared at her beautiful mother, her father’s hands supporting her shoulders. “This… this means everything to me.”

      Sarah placed a hand over David’s on her shoulder. “That’s all we ever wanted for you. For each of you.” She met Raven’s eyes, then Avery’s, and finally Clarissa’s. “Every choice we ever made was meant to give you everything. Everything you needed.”

      Raven leaned forward and kissed her mother on the cheek, and then, because the feeling gripped her, she kissed her father too. She’d carried so much anger toward him for so long. He’d skipped out on her and her mother at the darkest point of her illness. But somehow, if her mother could forgive him, so could she. Tonight, she’d challenged both of them in ways they’d never been challenged before. And here they both were, looking as though either of them would cut off their own pinkies to help.

      Behind her, Charlie started to fuss in Gabriel’s arms. There was a loud pop, and Nathaniel and Xavier appeared behind them.

      “Clarissa, I felt a charge down the bond,” Nathaniel said.

      Raven noticed her parents’ faces turn ashen. “Mom, Dad, this is Clarissa’s… Well, Mom, you’ve met Nathaniel, and this is Avery’s husband, Xavier.”

      “Yes, we’ve met,” Sarah said absently, gaping at Nathaniel. Then her face morphed from surprise to anger as she took in Xavier. “Wait… Avery, you got married? Without telling me?”

      David’s eyes raked down Xavier to his kilt. A muscle in his jaw worked wildly until he blurted, “I need a beer.”

      “’Tis a fine idea,” Xavier said. “And a pleasure to meet ye both!”

      Gabriel raised his chin. “May I suggest we continue introductions upstairs? Charlie needs to finish dinner… and there are gifts.”

      Thankfully, after drinks were poured, everyone agreed, and Raven thought perhaps the truth really had set them free.
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      Eleanor closed her eyes and opened them again, coming back into her own head. She’d been in and out of Grigori’s mind for days, following her children and their mates in the earthly realm, listening through windows and air vents. And still, she wasn’t certain any of it would be of use to her. She dug her nails into the arms of her throne, her teeth gnashing. What she needed was a plan.

      Ransom charged into the room, looking as if he might be sick. “My empress.”

      “What is it now, Ransom? I’m in the middle of something.”

      “I’m sorry to disturb you. It’s Rogos. I have word from our spies that Lord Niall announced tonight his intention to declare war on Paragon.”

      The arm of her throne cracked beneath Eleanor’s grip, the wood splintering angrily up to her elbow. She tossed it aside. “Are you certain of this?” she asked through her teeth.

      “Our informant has always been accurate in the past.” Ransom inched backward, his gaze darting away from her. “There’s more.”

      “Well? Out with it!”

      “Niall has wed Queen Penelope of Darnuith. Their kingdoms are aligned.”

      This time, she popped out of her throne and paced, her rage causing her skin to bubble from within, her need to shift raising the temperature in the room. With a slap to her own cheek that made Ransom jolt, she tamed her inner dragon. This was not the time to lose control. This was the time for cunning, and that was something Eleanor always had in spades.

      “This is a complication,” she said softly. “But it will be nothing once we have the book. All I need is for the three sisters to find it and remove it from the wards that now protect it from me. Then I will take it.”

      To his credit, Ransom didn’t say a word.

      She wrung her hands, remembering all she’d seen through Grigori’s eyes. “Does the name Crimson Vanderholt mean anything to you?”

      He shook his head. “Only the witches of Darnuith have such names.”

      “Or those from Earth.” She drummed her fingers on her bicep. “I’ve recently learned that one by that name is the reason Gabriel and Raven’s child exists. She must have been a witch of great power to perform such a feat.”

      “Would you like me to try to find her? If she’s in Darnuith—”

      “Oh, I am quite sure she is dead.” Eleanor frowned. “But death is not the end, and to one such as I, one who is destined to be a goddess, death is no barrier to knowledge.”

      “What do you plan to do?” Ransom shivered.

      She rolled her eyes. The man was truly a coward. “All you need to worry about is locking down all trade routes between the kingdoms. Let nothing through. I’ll take care of the rest.”

      “Yes, Empress.” He bowed low and started for the door.

      “Bring me a child.”

      Ransom stopped, waiting for a beat before turning to face her. “A child? I wouldn’t know where to find one.”

      “Figure it out. I need a child’s blood. Find one. Look among the peasants or in the pits. Do it, Ransom, or I will use your blood in its place, and believe me, the spell will require much more of it to compensate for your age.”

      “Yes, Empress.” He all but ran from the room.

      Eleanor strode to the library and passed behind the tapestry into her ritual room. She’d never raised the dead before, but it was possible—she could see the spell in her head. It was dark magic, blood magic. Nothing she wasn’t familiar with, in theory.

      She flipped through her grimoire but didn’t find exactly what she was looking for. This would take creative magic. She was up to the task. Grabbing a piece of chalk, she carefully constructed a pentagram on the floor, correcting any imperfections until the shape was as perfect as she could make it. Now for a power source. Her gaze landed on her collection of hearts. Brynhoff’s had dimmed from her earlier spell. Too weak. She’d never waste Marius’s diamond on this. Her eyes fell on a navy-blue sapphire. Killian’s. She snatched it from the shelf, placing it at the apex of the pentagram.

      On the top westward point, she positioned a bunch of dried wolfsbane, the queen of all poisons. Any sorceress that would manipulate another woman’s fertility would share a connection with the plant. Across from it, on the top, eastward point, she situated a black candle. With a snap of her fingers, the wick ignited. Below the candle, she offered a loaf of freshly baked bread she conjured from the kitchen. Surely any soul she called up from Hades would be hungry, and she wasn’t above bribing information from the witch. On the last point, she rested a silver chalice.

      A sound came from the entrance. She drew a symbol in the air to open the ward, and Ransom entered with a young boy at his side. He couldn’t have been more than seven and was dressed in the black uniform used for training in the pits. He trembled under her gaze although his chin stayed high.

      “You’re a brave little dragon,” she said.

      “Yes, Empress.”

      “Ransom, you may leave us.”

      The man hesitated but turned on his heel and left when her eyes met his.

      She held out her hand to the boy. “You have no reason to be afraid. From you, I’ll only need a few drops.”

      “Drops of what?”

      She reached out and grabbed the boy’s arm, dragging him toward the symbol on the floor. His face went ashen as she sprouted her talons. “Push up your sleeve, brave boy.”

      He did as she requested, although he could not hide the terror that painted across his young face. She speared the boy’s skin and allowed his blood to drizzle into the chalice. She had to hand it to the child; he didn’t even scream, just wept silently.

      “There.” She shoved him away, and the boy grabbed his arm, although it was already healing. “Speak nothing of this. Go find Captain Ransom and tell him that I have found you braver than him and I said you could take the entire day off training to feast on whatever you choose.”

      That turned the corners of his mouth up. She waited until he’d left the room to return to the ritual.

      “Crimson Vanderholt, I call you from Hades. Come forth and answer me.” She repeated the mantra in the language of her ancestors, concentrating on the symbol.

      The inside edges of the pentagram bubbled with black oil. It bled like ink to the center of the symbol, pooled, then spiraled into itself.

      “Come forth!” she commanded again, and the oil rose, broke apart, became smoky. Legs formed, then a torso. When the smoke faded, a worn woman with wavy blond hair stood before her, wearing a bustier, a tattered skirt, and leather boots. Every part of her was black or a shade of gray, including her somewhat translucent skin. The bags under her eyes loomed the same color black as her lips. Not resurrected, then. A ghost. Good enough for now.

      “Who the fuck are you?” the ghost asked.

      “I am the one who has called you forth. My spell will force you to respond to my questions. It will be easier for you if you don’t fight giving me the answers I seek.” Eleanor paced around the outer band of the pentagram, assessing the woman. She certainly didn’t look powerful. She had the presence of a half-drowned rat.

      “Why would I fight it? No matter what they tell you about Hades, it isn’t the party you expect.” She glanced down at the wolfsbane. “You should have used cannabis,” Crimson said, placing her black-nailed hands on her hips. “I would have come faster.”

      Eleanor didn’t know what cannabis was, but she didn’t appreciate her spell being critiqued. “Tell me what role you played in making the offspring of Raven and Gabriel.”

      Crimson’s eyes narrowed, and then she laughed. “So my spell worked.” She rubbed her thumb across her chin. “Simple fertility spell with a trap door. I wove Raven’s magic into it so that she couldn’t absorb it and undo it. Tied his life to the sexual act. Forced them to couple within the symbol. Child’s play.”

      “Why did you do it?” Eleanor asked through her teeth. “You must have known the offspring of a witch and a dragon would be a monster capable of limitless power.”

      Crimson shrugged. “Sort of the point. If you must know, I planned to eat the kid’s heart to achieve immortality.”

      Eleanor studied the woman, respect blossoming despite her haggard appearance. Crimson must have been a powerful sorceress, indeed. But something didn’t make sense.

      “Are you human?”

      “I was.”

      “What made you so sure you’d ever see the whelp again?”

      Crimson smiled, displaying a mouthful of black-lined teeth. “Raven agreed to it. Witch to witch. A magical covenant. If I broke the spell over her beloved Gabriel, she would owe me her firstborn child.”

      “You are owed the child?” Eleanor’s heart began to pound with excitement.

      “Unfortunately, a witch’s death causes any magical agreements they entered into to become null and void. I am, shall we say, corporeally challenged? I couldn’t enforce our agreement even if I wanted to.”

      Eleanor toyed with the citrine ring on her left hand. “What if you were resurrected?”

      Crimson’s dark mouth gaped, the tip of her tongue sliding across her teeth. “I don’t know who you are, lady, but I like the way you think.”
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      After a long, sleepless night dreaming about Leena, Colin was relieved to learn they’d been given the use of a carriage to travel to Niven and the Temple of the Sacred Pools. He’d been approached by Ambassador Raj last night, after the big announcement, and told that finding the crypt that held the golden grimoire was now the top priority of the lord and new lady of Rogos. Therefore, both Quanling Marjory and Leena would escort him to the temple, where Leena would remain assigned to the mission. After all, no time could be wasted bringing another scribe up to speed.

      This was good news to Colin, who considered it a stroke of luck to get a few more days with Leena. It also meant he could meet directly with the commanding general of the archers of Asfolk as they made their plan of attack. He’d already sent a falcon to Sylas, informing him of the turn of events, and met briefly with Rook, the leader of the DOGs in Rogos, at the ball last night. The underground was alive and well, circumventing the Obsidian Guard through a series of tunnels and private homes. With any luck, the move by Rogos and Darnuith would spur Nochtbend to join their cause. The vampires were already heavily invested in the underground.

      Only, as he climbed into the carriage, Leena might as well have been a block of ice sitting across from him. She barely looked in his direction. Quanling Marjory boarded behind him, and the carriage jerked into motion. Leena’s mouth seemed bent into a permanent frown, her eyes affixed to a spot outside her window.

      “Did you enjoy the banquet last night?” he asked them both to break the tension.

      Marjory lit up. “Very much. You must suspect I do not indulge in that sort of eating and drinking very often as Quanling. Our sacred texts encourage a simple lifestyle. It is pleasing to the goddess.” The wrinkles around her lips grew more pronounced. “I suppose it is true that a scroll written by an intoxicated elf would be rather useless to the future of our race, but I must say that an occasional dalliance with such luxuries feels good for the soul. That cake! Glorious.”

      He glanced toward Leena, but she did not turn from the window. “I agree it was delicious. I couldn’t quite place the flavor.”

      “That is because it was thornfruit. Very rare. As you might guess by the name, it isn’t any fun to harvest and so is only used for extremely special occasions. I’m not surprised you’ve never tried it, even with the time you’ve spent here. I’ve only had it twice in all my years.”

      “That explains it. We don’t have thornfruit in Paragon.”

      “I doubt it would grow in the volcanic soil.” She smoothed her robes. “Here, it flourishes in the marshes of the Mystic Wood.”

      “I’ve heard there are snails that live in those marshes that can be intoxicating to elves.” Colin watched Leena carefully for a reaction. A muscle in her jaw twitched like she was grinding her teeth, but she didn’t turn her head.

      Marjory gave a heady laugh. “Now you’re making me revisit my adolescent years. Oh, I remember doing snails. Harmless good fun, although a huge waste of time. I’m afraid they won’t work on dragons, though.”

      “Pity. I’ll have to stick with elven ale.”

      “No one brews it better!” She gave him an authentic smile. “All this talk of banquets and ale… Are you sure you’re up to returning to the simple meals and hard beds of the temple, Colin?”

      He grinned. “I’ve spent most of my life on a military cot. It doesn’t bother me at all. Anything to find the information we need. I do wonder, though, if Leena is sad to leave the palace. She hasn’t said a word since we departed.”

      Now she turned her head, her purple eyes narrowing to slits. If looks could kill, he’d surely be dead.

      “Oh, you’ll have to forgive Leena,” Marjory said. “I believe this was her first banquet and her first time out of robes since she was a child.”

      Leena glanced at her and nodded once.

      Colin furrowed his brow. “Surely you must have attended one before you entered the order.”

      The smile faded from Marjory’s lips, and she glanced at Leena as if to say shall you tell him or shall I?

      “No.” Leena’s eyebrows bobbed with her words, her expression softened by a hint of what he interpreted as embarrassment. Her cheeks tinged pink. “Never. Actually, I entered the temple at nine years old. I’d never experienced anything like that. Well, not as far as I can remember anyway.”

      There was something about her tone that made his dragon grow cold. Nine was the age she’d told him she’d competed in the Animus Games with her father by her side. What had happened that year to make her a ward of the temple?

      “Is it common for a child to take the oath to become a scribe?”

      Leena looked away and licked her lips. This time, her Quanling did answer for her. “No, it’s not common, and she didn’t become a scribe as a child. Leena was orphaned that year. The temple took her in.”

      “I didn’t become a scribe until I was an adolescent,” Leena added, glancing at him again. “Sixteen.”

      Colin’s stomach filled with lead. This wasn’t right. How could anyone make a decision that required giving up a normal life when they’d never had one? No wonder she’d kissed him. She’d never had the opportunity to kiss anyone before. She’d never had the opportunity to experience any of the world as an adult.

      “Colin, are you unwell? You look as though you might be sick,” Marjory said.

      He cleared his throat. “Fine.” He straightened and focused on his own window.

      “Oh,” Marjory said softly. “I have been thoughtless. After what happened with your mother, of course talk of being orphaned must disturb you.”

      He gave her a slight nod, only to appease her.

      “At any rate, we should be arriving soon. We’ve left the wood.” She gestured to the window and the stretch of desert beyond it.
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      An orphan. Colin tried his best not to stare at Leena, but his eyes were drawn to her side of the carriage again and again. He kept picturing her, small and vulnerable, dressed in robes before she even understood what they meant.

      But he couldn’t think about that now. They’d arrived and were pulling up to the stone building that was the Temple of the Sacred Pools. He followed Marjory and Leena out of the carriage.

      Sand blew across his toes, and the sun baked him with a concentrated and brutal intensity that would be uncomfortable for most creatures. As a dragon, he wasn’t bothered by the heat of Niven’s desert, but the dust and sand instantly turned his throat dry as a stone.

      The closest sacred pool shimmered a half mile in the distance. He’d always wondered who was the first to discover that it wasn’t water reflecting the burning sun but an acid so strong it could burn a dragon. Absently, he ran his fingers over the scar on his right arm. When Leena helped him find the orb of Rogos, they soon discovered that any tool they tried to use to retrieve it would dissolve before they could get the orb to shore. In an act of desperation, he’d shifted his arm and reached in for it.

      Although his dragon scales had survived the ordeal, he’d suffered permanent burns that were present on both his soma form and his dragon. He didn’t regret it. That orb and the cog it’d concealed were part of the answer to winning this war.

      “The room you stayed in before in the west wing is still available,” Marjory said. “Shall I ask the Fratern to show you the way?”

      “No, I remember.” He adjusted his pack on his shoulders.

      “Very well. Leena will meet you in the library to begin work as soon as you’ve settled in.”

      Leena’s eyes widened. “Wouldn’t you like to rest from the journey? We could start after the evening meal.”

      Colin frowned. “No, I’d like to get started right away.”

      Her face fell, but she bowed and retreated toward the east wing without a word of protest. As he turned to go to his own room, Marjory caught him by the elbow.

      “Did something happen between you and Leena?” Marjory asked. “She seems quite preoccupied with avoiding you.”

      He gave her a reassuring smile. “She stepped on a snail in the Mystic Wood. She made me dance with her. Said she’d never danced before and wanted to try it. Perfectly innocent but embarrassing for her, I’m sure. I admit my earlier snail comment was to tease her about it. She’s right to be angry with me.”

      Marjory studied him. “I always worried Leena had taken her oath too soon. What you say does not surprise me. I think I should like to dance again if I had the excuse.” She grinned then. “I’m relieved it’s nothing serious. I’m sure she’ll be over her embarrassment soon enough to help you. Meanwhile, I suspect she’ll be highly motivated to find that crypt.”
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      As soon as Colin dropped off his pack, he made his way to the sacred library. Stone and darkly stained wood shelves extended in rows from the massive wooden entry to the outer boundary of the room, each laden with leather tomes and stacks of tightly rolled scrolls. At the center of the library, the ceiling was open to the floors above. He counted six balconies above him. There were more, he was sure, hidden beyond a silver mist that hung like a storm cloud at the base of the seventh. He knew the floors extended below ground as well; just how many was anyone’s guess. The temple library was physically massive, but Colin understood that elven magic was at play here as well. Just as a scribe’s quill never ran out of ink and their scrolls never ran out of room to write, the sacred library never ran out of shelf space.

      The scribes had recorded history since the founding of the kingdom of Rogos. At the center of it all was an altar of white marble. He found Leena flipping through a massive dusty tome at one of the many library tables scattered between the shelves.

      She looked up and gave him a questioning look. “Do you know what year Medea hid the book?”

      “It had to be right after Tavyss died and she was resurrected.”

      Leena narrowed her eyes. “Where is Tavyss buried? Is it possible this is as simple as finding his grave?”

      Colin raised his eyebrows. “That would be unlikely. When dragons are killed, their body disintegrates. The only thing left behind is their heart… Um, a gem about this big—” He formed a circle with his hands in front of his chest. “It matches our rings. Usually, whoever kills us takes it as a trophy or leaves it for the earth to swallow with time. We don’t have cemeteries because, well, we don’t die of natural causes.”

      Leena scowled. “So Eleanor might still have Tavyss’s heart?”

      Colin shrugged. “It’s possible. She’s not beyond keeping it. It wouldn’t even be the worst thing she’s ever done.”

      With a grunt, Leena closed the book in front of her and placed it on the white stone altar at the center of the library. She scribbled a few symbols, and the book disappeared back to the stacks.

      “I have the year the scroll was created. I’m calling up all references to Tavyss. We should be able to find a record of the exact date of his death. Then we can cross-reference all graves sealed around that time.” Leena wrote the request on the scroll, and magic swirled across the white table. “This will take some time. The magic needs to sift through scrolls and reference books dating back centuries.”

      “There is the chance Medea hid the grimoire before Tavyss died.” Colin scratched the stubble on the side of his jaw.

      “Wouldn’t Medea need it to attack Brynhoff and Eleanor?”

      “Maybe. But it seems likely that Medea and Tavyss were double-crossed. If they thought they were going to Paragon to make peace, she might have left it behind. Or maybe she knew there was a risk of it falling into the wrong hands, so she preemptively locked it away.”

      Leena groaned. “So we must consider all graves from just before the war to just after Tavyss died.” She scribbled again on the scroll, and Colin watched the magic absorb her request. “You know, we can narrow this down, but even if we identify the grave, without the three sisters translating that enchanted scroll, I don’t know how we’ll be able to use the key. It requires a code word in order to position the gears properly. I pray they find what they went looking for.”

      “I’ve learned not to underestimate the three sisters. They’ll find it.”

      With a nod, she turned from the altar and started shelving a few reference books left in a cart nearby.

      “While we’re waiting for the scrolls, there’s something I want to ask you.” He lowered his voice. “Why didn’t you tell me you were orphaned? You told me your dad helped you animate your creation when you were nine. Marjory said you were orphaned that year. What happened?”

      Her gaze shifted away from his, and she dusted her hands over the leather spine of one of the books. “It wasn’t pertinent to our mission. Why would I tell you?”

      “The kissing and other things weren’t pertinent to our mission either, but you seemed to have time for that.”

      Leena’s eyes narrowed, and she looked over both shoulders. “Shhh. Please. Colin, please don’t tell anyone what we’ve done.”

      She looked as if she might cry, and he knew she meant more than the kissing. And didn’t that make him feel like a total ass? “I’m not going to tell anyone, okay? I just… I thought we were friends. We talked about things other than the scroll and the orbs. We’ve spent weeks together.”

      Her face fell. She finished with the books and braced herself on the table. “It’s not something I like to talk about.”

      Colin couldn’t stand the pain he saw in her eyes despite being curious about the cause. “I understand. I’m sorry. You don’t have to tell me. If I had the option of keeping the actions of my murderous mother a secret, believe me, I would.”

      She frowned, seeming to roll that over in her mind. “It’s not a secret. In fact, the year it happened, everyone knew. But I don’t want to talk about it. It isn’t a happy topic of conversation.” Leena glared at him, her hands landing on her hips. “I’d like to talk about something else. What did you say to the high lord to make him demand I remain on this mission?”
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      Leena’s head felt hot. She wanted answers. Every instinct told her Ambassador Rajesh’s insistence she remain on this assignment was somehow because of Colin. The way he’d looked at her in front of the high lord… Had he said something to him? Asked for a favor? Colin wanted her. He’d made that perfectly clear. The problem was, she wanted him too. That was precisely why she needed distance.

      “Admit it. You are the reason my Quanling won’t name a replacement.” Leena focused all the anger she’d felt since the ball into the point of her stare.

      Colin gaped. “Of course not!”

      “No? You said nothing about needing me specifically? Because our ambassador said the high lord and lady thought I was indispensable. What exactly would give them that idea?”

      A low growl emanated from Colin’s throat. “You are important to this mission.”

      “You admit it! Knowing full well I desired to be released from this assignment, you intentionally made it so that I couldn’t go. You did this on purpose, Colin.”

      He smiled, or was he baring his teeth? “Why would I do a thing like that?”

      She scoffed. “You know why.”

      Colin approached until the scent of leather and spice permeated the shelves around her. She backed up a step, but he kept coming, and she kept retreating until her backside bumped against one of the library’s tables at the end of the row. He stopped so close to her she could feel his radiant heat.

      “Colin…” She shook her head.

      He leaned in and said, “I never asked the high lord or lady to keep you on this mission. I wanted to. I’ve made no effort to hide that I want you to be mine. My inner dragon reminds me of it constantly.”

      His lips were close, and she could feel his breath against her cheek. Heat coursed through her body, her torso, circulating out each of her limbs and settling heavily in her core. Why did he affect her like this? She should move away. She swallowed but couldn’t make her legs work. “You know I can’t.”

      “See, you keep saying that, but the truth is that your body is communicating something else. You were the one who kissed me—”

      “That was a mistake—”

      “It didn’t feel like a mistake in the tent.”

      “I wanted to try it. Nothing more. You said you understood.”

      “I do understand. And if that’s all you want, it’s okay with me, dancing queen. It’s just I’m not convinced you really believe that. When you forced me to dance with you, you said—”

      “I was high on snail venom!”

      “High or not, you stared at my lips just as you’re doing now. Are you wondering if I’ll kiss you this time?”

      Damn it all, she was staring at his lips. She snapped her gaze back up to his eyes and gripped the table behind her until her knuckles hurt. “Where else am I supposed to stare? You’re right in front of me.”

      He sighed. Only the slightest space remained between them. She could feel the heat coming off him. Any closer and he might brush against the hardened tips of her breasts. His lips might touch hers.

      “So then, you don’t want me to kiss you?”

      “If you did, I couldn’t stop you.”

      His eyes narrowed to slits, and the heat she felt earlier turned icy as he moved away from her. “I’d never force myself on you. Don’t insult me. And I did not ask anyone to keep you on this mission against your will.”

      “I… Of course you wouldn’t. I just don’t understand why you keep… tempting me.”

      “Then you are tempted.”

      “I am. I’ve told you as much.” She looked away, her brow furrowing as she attempted to intellectualize what she was feeling. “I think all scribes are tempted at one time or another. But with the help of the goddess, we don’t have to give in to our temptations.”

      “No, we don’t.”

      The scrolls she’d ordered manifested on the altar. She moved to get them, but Colin held up a hand. “Make yourself comfortable. You’re the only one who can read these things. The least I can do is carry them over to the table.”

      Nothing about this situation was comfortable for Leena, but she took a seat at one of the large library tables. Colin gathered the scrolls carefully in his arms and brought them to her. She chose one and scanned the contents but struggled to concentrate on the words.

      What was she looking for again? Graves. Which graves were constructed within the years relevant to their search? She shuffled the scrolls in front of her and found the one she was looking for, unrolling it on the desk.

      “I have the list of graves. Unfortunately, the notes say there was a plague that year. Firesickness. Curable now, but it killed hundreds then. The library found over five hundred crypts registered within the years we’ve time-boxed.”

      “Goddess, this is hopeless.” He scrubbed a hand through his hair.

      She’d always known it was a long shot. “I’ll keep rereading the history. I might find a clue in the other writings about Medea and Tavyss. There are several perspectives here. Maybe with context, we can narrow it down. Otherwise, we wait for the three sisters.”

      “And hope they return before the first shots are fired.”

      “Anyway, you should go. I can do this alone. You can’t read Elvish, so…”

      He didn’t go anywhere. She stared at him. He stared back.

      “Do you think the reason you wanted to experiment with me was because you were orphaned as a child and never had an adulthood outside the temple?”

      She tipped her head back and groaned. “Not this again.”

      “I’m curious.” Colin pulled up a chair across the desk from her and sat down. “And considering I’m the one you experimented with, I think you owe me an explanation.”

      Maybe he was right about that. She had used him. Even if he was willing, she’d taken what she needed and given him little back. Only, her family history was a secret she would have liked to keep buried forever. She still didn’t understand why her Quanling had shared that she’d been orphaned. She must have realized that Colin would be curious, that she’d feel pressured to tell the rest of the story.

      She didn’t want to talk about this. She never wanted to think about it. But it crossed her mind that this might be a lifeline from the goddess herself. If she told Colin the truth about her past, he might understand why she wasn’t a suitable mate. If she could push him away, he’d be so much easier to resist. Telling the truth might make it simpler for both of them.

      Leena frowned. “Marjory told you I was orphaned at nine and that’s why I came to the temple. That is only partially true. Strictly speaking, I’m not an orphan at all. My mother is still alive.”

      “Then why were you left here?”

      “The year I was nine, my mother was pregnant with my little brother.” Leena shifted, hating this story. It was best to get it out. Get it over with. “The animus competition I told you about was the last significant time I spent with my father. The day after, my mother went into labor. The midwife was called, but there was something wrong. Something was wrong with the baby.”

      Leena swallowed, the library melting away, replaced by a memory of hiding in the room that used to be hers and listening to her mother scream. Her heart thudded in her ears. “My brother died in the womb, and the midwife had to use magic to help my mother expel his body. But the pain and anguish, it drove my mother mad. There’s a rare condition among my kind, a mental break that occurs in some women who experience this. Her body and her mind could not handle my brother’s loss.”

      It was so quiet in the library she could hear her breath flow from her lungs. Colin held deathly still on the other side of the desk, his face impassive.

      “My father and the midwife tried to comfort her, tried to give her herbs to help her recover, but the midwife had made a fatal mistake. She’d left one of her tools, a special blade she’d used to help extract the infant, and my mother took hold of it.”

      “I wasn’t in the room. I didn’t see what happened next. All I knew was that the midwife ran into my room, her clothes soaked in blood, and swept me from the house. I tried to protest, but when archers were called, I knew whatever had happened was serious. Later I learned that my mother had stabbed and killed my father and then turned the knife on herself.”

      She watched Colin carefully, waiting for any reaction. She expected shock. She didn’t want his pity. Any normal person would want to distance themselves from her and her awful past. But his face remained expressionless and attentive. Damn it. She’d have to tell him the rest.

      “The midwife kept me at her house for a few days, and then the authorities brought me here. I was led to believe both my parents had died. From that day on, I grew up here in the temple. I’ve been happy here. I feel loved.”

      “Marjory is a true mother to you, then.” He studied her, nothing but kindness and empathy in his expression.

      “She is. But when I was sixteen, she told me that before I took my oath to become a scribe, it was important I know all the facts. She wanted me to be sure. I couldn’t devote myself fully to the goddess until I knew the entire truth about who I was and how I’d come to be here. Because even though I thought the temple was my only choice, it wasn’t. I could have left if I wanted to.”

      “Where could you have gone?” Colin asked. There was a note of disbelief in his voice.

      “There’s a place just outside Asfolk that we call the Borough. It spans a city block and is constructed of simple dwellings financed by the high lord to support elves who can’t support themselves. I am told that the people who end up there are often elderly, ill, or are physically or mentally unfit.” Elves lived a few hundred years, short lives compared to dragons. Leena wondered how much she should explain. “I suppose dragons do not have such a place, being immortal as you are.”

      Colin scratched the side of his jaw. “But we do. Immortal we may be, and physical deficiencies are extremely rare among our kind, but we are not immune to mental problems. Dragons tend to be obsessive about things, some to the point of becoming destructive. We have homes and caregivers that specialize in the condition. A few witches who live permanently in Paragon have had success healing their minds.”

      She nodded. “Then you do understand that the people in the Borough have terrible personal problems, some that they were born with, some that they bring upon themselves. As it turns out, my mother did not die from her injuries as my father did.”

      Confusion muddled Colin’s expression. “What happened to her?”

      She stared down at the scroll in front of her. “My mother stood trial for the murder of my father. She was found to be insane and institutionalized in the Borough. She was unfit to care for me, which is why I was brought here.”

      She hazarded a glance at Colin. There it was. That was what she was waiting for. Horror darkened his gray eyes. Now was the time to drive the stake home.

      “Marjory took me to the Borough to visit my mother. We found her living in a filthy block of concrete with a straw bed. She’s cared for there, but there isn’t an ounce of luxury. It’s a hard life. Harder than here in the temple, even with our oath to live simply.

      “I don’t know what I expected. In retrospect, she hadn’t seen me since I was nine. But we looked so much alike I couldn’t help but recognize her. We visited for a time under the guise of scribes interested in the happenings there. And then, at my Quanling’s prodding, I introduced myself.”

      Leena locked eyes with Colin. “My mother admitted she’d recognized me the moment I’d walked into the room, but all she saw was my father in me. She said she should have killed me too when she had the chance.”

      “Goddess, Leena, that’s awful. I—”

      “It is where I come from. The only reason I am alive, well cared for, at peace, is because of this temple and the goddess. The people here are my family now. I took my oath soon after that, willingly. I wanted to be part of this. I wanted to remain here always, sheltered from that terrible life I saw in her eyes.”

      “It scarred you. You were young. Seeing her must have been traumatic.”

      “Here, I have love, I have acceptance, I have safety. I belong here.”

      Colin stood and paced across the library, the scar on his arm looking especially red in the lamplight. “But you don’t have freedom.”

      “What? Why would you say that? I am free.”

      He turned back to her, his gray eyes glowing deep red with intensity. Those were the eyes of his dragon, she realized. And when he spoke, his voice was lower, grittier than before. “If you were completely happy here, completely free, you wouldn’t have kissed me, or invited my touch, or wanted to dance as you did. You wouldn’t look at me the way you do.”

      She shrugged and shook her head. “Curiosity. That is all. Nothing more.”

      “That’s not true. You meant it. There was more behind our interactions than just testing the waters.”

      Leena brought her fist down on the table. “Don’t you understand? Before Aeaea when I met your siblings, I’d never witnessed couples showing love to one another as an adult—never with a mind for understanding it. When you come across something for the first time, you want to experience it. Think about it. The first time you were here, didn’t you want to gaze into a sacred pool or call up a scroll from the stacks?”

      Colin’s mouth turned into a cynical slash. “True. I was curious. But I didn’t grab you and force you to show me those things. I didn’t lose myself to the experience of being a scribe.”

      “I didn’t—”

      He slashed a hand through the air. “I can’t say what you felt or what you thought, but I do know one thing—you chose me. You didn’t experiment with another elf, or a nymph, or ask one of my brothers to help you.”

      “They have mates. I would never—”

      “You may not have experience with the opposite sex, Leena, but I do. And what happened between us was a culmination of something more, something that has been growing since I first set foot in this temple. You know it and I know it.”

      She took a deep breath. She did know it, or maybe she suspected it. Whenever she was near him, she felt a tug deep within her, drawing her to him. And if she was being honest, it was more than physical. She preferred his company to all others. It was why she needed distance. She swallowed the lump that had formed in her throat, remembering their weeks together. “No. I’m sorry. It wasn’t that for me.”

      He stared at her and shook his head.

      “You should go to bed. I’ll skim through these scrolls and let you know what I find.”

      He knew she was lying. She could tell by the way his head tipped to one side and his eyes narrowed at the corners. Colin leaned toward her, the tension between them growing to epic levels. Her senses were overwhelmed with his leather-and-spice scent.

      “You know what I think?” The hint of his dragon she’d noticed in his eyes earlier gave way to a softer gray as he seemed to regain his cool composure. “I think you told me about your parents because you thought it would push me away. You thought it would make you an undesirable mate.”

      Her gaze drifted away from his, her chest heavy with how close he’d come to the truth. How did he know? How could he tell?

      “But I am a man whose mother murdered his father. My parents all but ignored me, forced me to fight in the pits of Paragon, forced my siblings and me into hiding. And it is my psychopathic mother we are going to war against.”

      Leena leaned back, suddenly feeling cold.

      “Knowing you’ve had to overcome your roots only proves why we would be perfect for each other.” He raised an eyebrow. “Sorry to disappoint you, but it doesn’t make me think any less of you.”

      Just a table length. All she’d have to do was lean forward, give in to this pull between them and the heat singing in her blood, and she could feel his lips again. Her face moved a half inch toward him before she realized it. She stopped, pulled back. Her eyes locked on to his. A dizzying feeling caused her to inhale deeply and her stomach to drop. The temperature in the room climbed a degree. She remembered his touch, how it had felt for his hands to coast over the hardened tips of her breasts, to do what he did before between her legs. Another quarter inch evaporated between them. The goddess could forgive one more kiss.

      He straightened, backing away from her. “But you know what you want, right?” His eyes narrowed on her. “If you change your mind or decide you’d like another taste, you know where to find me. You’re free, right? It’s your choice.”

      He gave her a little bow and then left the room, leaving her breathless and with a deep, hungry need she had no idea what to do with.
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      Another restless night. Colin didn’t stop in the dining hall for breakfast the following day, instead taking advantage of the cool desert morning to perform his training exercises. He moved through his routine, trying to concentrate on the kicks, blocks, and punches he’d mastered over a lifetime of practice, but Leena’s face kept breaking through his concentration.

      It didn’t help that he could see the scribes in the distance, the special red robes they wore for morning ceremonies flowing in the wind around one of the sacred pools. Between the motion and the light reflecting off the goddess’s tears, it made them appear like part of the desert, a flower blooming from the sand. Their chants carried across the arid grounds. He didn’t understand the language, but the melody was beautiful, and he pictured her among the other scribes, singing her heart out in devotion to the goddess.

      Leena had meant to push him away last night, but her story only made him more certain they belonged together. She’d taken her oath too early. She hadn’t known what she was getting into, let alone what she’d be missing.

      By the time the scribes marched in formation back toward the temple, he’d finished his hand-to-hand combat exercises. Legs trembling, he picked up the sword he’d borrowed from the temple arsenal and started practicing his weapons routine, testing his balance as he attacked invisible opponents around him.

      He couldn’t force Leena to want him. Nothing would change unless she decided she wanted more for herself, wanted the love that he knew hovered just beyond their reach. While he was ready and open to it, she wasn’t. And until she altered her way of thinking, there was nothing he could do.

      It had to be her choice. His arms throbbed with the effort of wielding the weapon. Sweat dripped down his face. He’d been at this for hours. Exhausted, he dropped to his knees in the sand. No amount of self-flagellation was going to solve this problem. Only one thing would. He had to let her go.

      Thankfully, his dragon had not yet bonded with the woman, not in the permanent way of his kind. The desire was there. The offer had been extended. But he was still free. Leena said she wanted to remain a scribe. He had to believe her and honor her wishes, no matter how wrong he thought she was. It was the right thing to do. The only avenue that wouldn’t end in his destruction.

      He closed his eyes and said a quick prayer of thanks to the goddess for her help in his preparations for battle, then climbed to his feet to return to the temple. A bird’s cry came from above, and he whirled. Searching the clear blue sky, he was surprised to spot a falcon heading toward him.

      Sheathing the blade, he raised his arm for the bird, which landed on the proffered perch with a flourish of wings. A message was attached to its leg.

      Master Demidicus is pleased to inform you that Nochtbend has officially broken ties with Paragon and offers its full support to the Defenders of the Goddess. All representatives have stepped down from the Highborn Council. We await your word on next steps.

      Colin’s heart leaped. They had Nochtbend! He dug in the pouch on his belt for a charcoal pencil and a piece of parchment and scrawled a response. The Defenders of the Goddess gratefully accept alliance with Nochtbend and vow to aid in its defense against the kingdom of Paragon. Preparations are being made. An envoy will be sent with more information.

      He bound the scroll to the falcon’s leg. “To Master Demidicus,” he told the bird and with a lift of his arm sent it flying for Nochtbend. He strode toward the temple, in need of another falcon to send to Aeaea. He had to get word to Sylas. Then he had to find Leena. Time was running out. They needed to find the book, with or without the three sisters.
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      Normally, the morning rituals were soothing to Leena. The routine was meditative. She woke early, donned the red robes that represented the volcanic home of the goddess, and gathered around Premia, one of the seven major sacred pools, with the rest of the scribes. After the Quanling and Fratern read from the Book of Creation, they’d sing the songs of the morning, the songs of beginnings, the song that told the story of a goddess scorned whose existence created their world and whose tears filled the pool between them.

      She’d longed to come back here, longed to lose herself again to this, but no matter how she tried, her eyes kept wandering to the patch of desert in front of the temple, where Colin trained in the same way he had on the beach their last days on Aeaea. It was all she could do to remember the words to the songs she’d sung every day since she was nine.

      Now, as the group strode back to the temple for breakfast, she avoided glancing toward him, kept her head lowered inside her hood, tried to look straight ahead. And failed miserably. Something inside her kept turning toward the place where she’d last seen him; some internal compass kept urging her to seek him out. Only when she did give in and look toward where he’d been practicing, he was no longer there. He wasn’t in the dining hall either as she picked at the porridge all scribes enjoyed every morning, but that didn’t stop her eyes from darting around the room in search of him.

      “Are you all right?” Marjory said.

      Leena snapped out of her reverie, a daydream that included golden skin patterned in waves and the flash of gray eyes. Standing on the other side of the table, her Quanling inspected her and her full bowl, looking concerned.

      “Fine,” she said, flustered. “Just considering how best to interrogate the scrolls to find the right tomb.”

      “I have every confidence that you can do this, Leena. You’ve always shown exceptional talent at research. I’d go as far as to say that if you are successful at this task, you will solidify your nomination as my replacement when I retire. Certainly you will earn the favor of the high lord himself.”

      Leena took a deep breath and let it out slowly. This was her future. This was what she’d always wanted. All she had to do was focus on her goal. “I won’t fail you.”

      Marjory reached down and squeezed Leena’s hand. “You won’t fail us. What you do, you do for all of Rogos, my dear girl. Now finish your breakfast. You’re excused from the rest of the day’s rituals. Your work is far more important.”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      An hour later, Leena sat at one of the large tables in the most secluded corner of the library, surrounded by scrolls. She’d started reading about Tavyss’s upbringing in Paragon under the reign of Villania the Fire Queen but found her mind drawn to another scroll she’d called up on a whim, one with red edges. She looked both ways and unrolled it furtively.

      The symbols at the top in ancient Elvish translated loosely to coupling. Leena’s eyebrows lifted as she perused the many ways a male could be with a female. Him behind her. Her on top of him. Both on their sides, legs intertwined. She brought her face closer to the scroll and touched her bottom lip as she studied a sketch of how one could use their mouth to pleasure another.

      “Any breakthroughs?”

      She dropped the scroll as if it were hot, and it rolled itself up on the table with a rustle and zip. She brushed the scroll into the bottom of the pile with one hand and reached for another of the ones she knew were about Tavyss. “Colin!” she squeaked. “You startled me!”

      “Clearly.” His gaze narrowed on her face, and the corner of his mouth twitched.

      Damn it, she was blushing. Her cheeks blazed. “I was… in another world.” She giggled awkwardly. “I’ve been reading about Tavyss’s childhood. Did you know he was pit champion four years in a row?”

      Colin snorted. “I’m sure that was every year he competed. The eldest heir always wins.”

      “Always?”

      “Anyone who beats him in a match gets pummeled outside the ring. Xavier beat Marius once, and I think our father snapped his wing. We heal quickly, but it still hurts.”

      “That isn’t in the scrolls.”

      “I guess there’s only so much you can see from the outside.”

      Leena couldn’t help but flash back to the scroll she’d been studying. What would all those positions feel like to a participant? Had the scribe responsible for the scroll tried them all? What would it feel like with Colin? He’d be gentle and considerate. He had such a kind heart for someone raised a warrior, someone who’d been hurt the way he had by his parents. How could something so good come from someone so evil?

      “Leena? Are you sure you’re okay?”

      She jolted. “Yes. Sorry, just distracted. I was thinking what a miracle it was that someone so good… Tavyss… came from the same parents as Eleanor.”

      Colin rubbed the back of his neck. “It’s something I think about sometimes, how my siblings and I could come from that and all have turned out okay. I mean, none of us are megalomaniacs like her. I think it has to do with the lot of us learning how to lose. We all experienced what it was like to be bullied into submission against our brother Marius. Then seeing Brynhoff murder him. And afterward, what she did… She took everything from us, even one another. None of us would do that to someone else.”

      His expression turned vacant, and Leena studied him, the absolute perfection of this man who had no goal but to do the right thing. If the Defenders of the Goddess won this war, he would not be king. He’d have no position at all. Yet he wanted nothing more than to fight his way out of a job.

      “Why are you here?” Leena asked, suddenly realizing that they weren’t supposed to meet again until she found something.

      “We have Nochtbend. I received a message this morning that the vampire kingdom has joined the resistance. I also had the pleasure of bumping into General Lore of the archers of Asfolk while I was in the falcon mews borrowing a bird to notify Sylas. The general and I have both been sending falcons all morning. He’s here to oversee the mining of the goddess’s tears for weapons.”

      “He is?” Leena knew it was possible. There were scrolls on building bombs filled with tears, but she’d never witnessed the process. They’d never needed to use them in her lifetime.

      “Yes. All able-bodied males in Rogos have been called up, Leena. Even the male scribes. They aren’t going to wait for the three sisters. That’s why I’m here. We have to find that crypt and a way to get that book, or we’ll be going to war without it.”

      She sighed and looked at the massive pile of scrolls beside her. “I’ll do my best. But honestly, perhaps the best thing both of us can do is pray to the goddess. We need the three sisters. If there’s one thing I’ve learned today from studying these scrolls, it is that Eleanor is exceptionally evil. I’m convinced the only way to defeat her is with exceptional magic.”

      Colin frowned but nodded. “Then we pray.”
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      Raven popped through Nathaniel’s portal, clinging to the hands of her sisters as they stumbled onto the steps of the Temple of the Sacred Pools. Sand crunched on the stone beneath her feet, the grit blowing across her toes and seeming to hang in the air around them. The dual suns of Ouros had set hours ago, and the desert was surprisingly cold. She crossed to Gabriel, who gathered her next to Charlie in his arms without a word. Her daughter reached out from her carrier and patted her cheek.

      “Nathaniel, you’ve outdone yourself with this portal,” Raven said. “I felt the drag between here and Aeaea. I’m not sure I could have moved this many people.”

      Nathaniel tamped out his pipe, his face glistening with sweat in the moonlight. “I don’t think I can do it twice, and I’d rather not try. Let’s hope the Quanling and Fratern are welcoming.”

      Xavier made a deep grunt. “Welcoming to the sons of the enemy? We’ll be lucky if these scribes donna land our arses in a sacred pool.” He pointed toward the nearest glint of water in the sand beyond the temple.

      Raven had seen what that water could do to a dragon when she’d met Colin. She hoped none of them would come in contact with it anytime soon.

      “I just want a bed,” Avery said. “I still don’t know why this couldn’t wait until morning.”

      “According to Sylas, the morning might be too late,” Gabriel said. “We need access to the enchanted scroll before Eleanor or her troops attack. There’s too much at stake to wait.”

      Clarissa took a deep breath. “No time like the present, then.” She stepped forward and delivered three firm raps using the substantial metal knocker fastened to the front door.

      A second later, a small door slid aside, and the partial face of a young male scribe appeared in the viewer. “The temple is closed to outsiders.”

      “We’re looking for a scribe named Leena and the dragon who accompanies her, Colin. We have news from the Defenders of the Goddess.” Clarissa met Raven’s eyes. With one note, she could unlock the door with her voice, but both of them knew it was better to do this diplomatically.

      The little door slid shut, and a quorum of voices, three male and one female, argued behind it. Raven couldn’t make out everything, but it sounded as if there was some disagreement about if they should be let in or not. Finally, there was a click, and the door swung open to reveal a lanky and stony-faced woman who pursed her lips in their direction.

      “I am Marjory, Quanling of this temple. I was not informed of your arrival.”

      “I imagine Sylas’s message will arrive tomorrow,” Gabriel said.

      Marjory’s eyes fell on his emerald ring. “My word. You’re the heir.” Her gaze scanned the others. “The Treasure of Paragon and, dare I guess, the three sisters?”

      “Yes,” they said in unison.

      “It’s very important that we see Leena right away, ma’am,” Raven said.

      The older elf made a face like she’d tasted something sour. “Please call me either Marjory or Quanling.”

      Raven bowed her head. “Marjory. My apologies.”

      “This way. Colin and Leena are in the library.”

      Raven followed the Quanling into the strange building. The walls reminded her of the pyramids, at least what she imagined they’d look like on the inside. Great slabs of unadorned limestone surrounded them. Their footsteps echoed as they walked, made louder by high ceilings and lack of carpeting. Long shadows stretched between patches of light cast by sconces on the walls. Although the temperature in the temple was comfortable, she walked closer to Gabriel to try to stave off the cold and impersonal feel of the rooms.

      Marjory stopped before a set of large doors just as they flew open of their own accord, and the group came face-to-face with a very surprised Colin.

      “You’re back!” he said, then started pulling his brothers into swift hugs.

      Raven noticed that Leena sat at a wide table behind him, looking more than a little flustered. “Have we interrupted something?”

      “No.” Colin rubbed the back of his neck. “Leena’s been sifting through every scroll we could find that referred to Medea or Tavyss. We’ve been at it all day. I was going to take a break, but now that you’re here…”

      Leena rose from her seat. “Thank the goddess. Did you find the tanglewood tree?”

      Clarissa crossed to her, drawing her wand. The tip glowed a bright, icy blue, and she held it high for the scribe to see. “The only parts that matter.”

      “I have the enchanted scroll here.” She patted the satchel at her hip. “I keep it with me at all times. Should we try again to translate it?”

      Everyone grumbled a tired yes, and Raven followed the others to the table.

      “Let me just clear a space.” Leena quickly shifted armfuls of scrolls, putting them on a white marble platform where they were promptly swallowed by swirling purple magic. She pulled out the palimpsest and unrolled it on the table.

      Raven perused again the strange scroll. Although she couldn’t read ancient Elvish, Leena had told her what it said. The grimoire was brought to Ouros at the beginning of Eleanor and Brynhoff’s reign by Medea, who became the witch queen of Darnuith. Her mate, Tavyss, was the older brother of Brynhoff and challenged him for the throne for reasons unknown. In the fourth century, when Eleanor and Brynhoff did not comply, Medea attacked Paragon. She and her dragon mate were killed during the uprising, despite having the grimoire. Medea was pregnant at the time with their young. The scribe had noted a common belief at the time that Eleanor or Brynhoff somehow tricked Medea and Tavyss into letting their guard down and took advantage of their lapse.

      Medea, Tavyss, and the baby were killed, but Medea was resurrected by her sisters. The sisters hid the golden grimoire somewhere and split the key into five pieces, enclosing them in magical orbs and hiding one in each of the five kingdoms. Colin had found the first orb here in Rogos; then Sylas and his mate Dianthe had succeeded in retrieving the other four. With the help of Charlie, they’d opened the orbs and reconstructed the key. The scroll included sketches of the orbs but not how or where to use the key.

      But it was what was under the writing that they were after now. Symbols glowed and moved beneath the ink, appearing and then disappearing. Scrambling themselves. The document was a palimpsest, and the true message of how to obtain the golden grimoire and use it against Eleanor was hidden underneath, encrypted, waiting for them to unlock it. A message from the past meant for them and them alone.

      “We have to do this together. I sense it in my bones,” Raven said to Clarissa and Avery. She drew her wand and watched the tip glow to life as if its magic had come alive in the presence of the scroll. “Are you ready?”

      Avery backed up a step. “Whoa! I don’t even know how to use mine.” She drew her wand but held it awkwardly in front of her, as if it were a bomb that might go off at any moment.

      Raven took her hand supportively. “All it does is amplify your magic. I can feel it. The tanglewood tree was born with our ancestors. Its magic fed them for decades. It’s all here.” She stared at the wand in wonder. “All we have to do is ask it to work for us.”

      “It’s a branch, Raven, not the neighbor boy. I don’t think asking is going to be enough.” Avery frowned.

      “Think of it like your sword,” Clarissa said. “It’s a tool. With the right intention, you can make it work.”

      Avery adjusted the wand in her hand, her knuckles turning white from her grip. “Okay. I’m ready to give it a try. I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      Raven glanced down at the scroll. “I do. I can see it now, like a bow that just needs to be untied. As we did before. Avery, drain the encryption spell. Clarissa, strengthen Avery. I’ll take the magic apart and then translate what’s underneath.”

      Clarissa grinned. “I can’t wait to see what’s on the other side of that spell.”

      “On the count of three. One… Two… Three.”

      Avery grabbed the corner of the scroll. The strange moving text disappeared, replaced by ancient Elvish. Clarissa’s voice rang out, supporting Avery. And Raven uttered a spell that came to her straight from the wand, as if the tree itself were whispering in her ear. With another incantation, Raven watched the symbols jumble and then right themselves in her language. She crossed her arms and made the motion of tying a knot.

      It worked! The letters glowed brighter and then settled into the scroll, the locking spell successfully holding the words in place.

      Avery let go.

      Clarissa stopped singing. “Fucking hell, it worked! Finally.” She tried to bend her neck to get a better view, but Raven was in the best position at the table. “Read it to us, Raven.”

      “With the help of Daluk of Niven, I, Medea Tanglewood, witch queen of Darnuith, bequeath my golden grimoire to the three foretold to free Ouros from the tyrannical rule of Eleanor of Paragon. I don’t know your names or from where you will come, but my sisters and I have seen you in our visions. Now, as we prepare to leave this world, we put our faith in you.

      “My dearest love, Tavyss, is dead, as is our son, Phineas. We know now that we must leave this place. A traitor lurks within the court of Darnuith, and now that Tavyss is dead, I am mortal and Eleanor is not. We have seen the future, and you are Ouros’s only hope.

      “Daluk has helped me seal the grimoire inside my heart’s tomb. It had to be done. Only its inherent magic could keep my protective spell active past my death. The tomb is hidden, but it will be easy for you to find as its shape is in the form of my beloved and it guards the gate of a garden that reminds me of the one where we first met. I’ve placed it in Rogos where Eleanor’s prying hand cannot reach.

      “Now my vengeance is in your hands. Our visions have shown us the way, and I pray you will be brave enough to follow it. We’ve seen a child, a descendant. The beginning and the end. Only this child holds the magic to both make and undo what is to come.

      “Eleanor grows stronger by the minute. Beware, her supporters hide like vipers, waiting and watching from the tall grass. You must call upon the goddess of the mountain and ask her to intercede on your behalf. Everything you need resides within the grimoire. Use it.

      “Know that my sisters and I cannot guarantee your success. The future we see is constantly shifting. We know not in what year you will come or the circumstances of your arrival. All we can promise you is that wherever it is we go after we pass from this existence, we will be watching, waiting to aid you in any way we can. The only word I leave you with is goodbye. Goddess be with you.”

      Raven looked up from the parchment. From her carrier strapped to Gabriel’s chest, Charlie clapped her hands, grinning.

      “She likes to hear you read,” Gabriel mumbled.

      Nathaniel rubbed Clarissa’s shoulders. “Did that make sense to anyone? A tomb in the shape of her beloved… Is that Tavyss? In what form? Or the baby?”

      Xavier raised a finger. “’Tis in front of a garden, it said. Can only be so many of them, eh?”

      Leena shook her head. “Rogos has many gardens, and if there is a tomb shaped like a dragon or a man or a child, I have never heard of it. It’s not traditional.”

      “Not just a garden,” Colin added. “Fruit trees. Our family crest is a dragon wrapped around a golden fruit tree. Sylas learned it represented Tavyss in the Garden of the Hesperides. That’s where he met Medea.”

      Nathaniel took a fortifying drag on his pipe. “What type of trees do you have in Rogos that bear hanging fruit?”

      Leena walked to the altar and scribbled something on a piece of parchment. A scroll manifested before her. “A map of Rogos. Let’s take a look.” She unrolled it on the table. “There’s a Ramblefig orchard here. That’s an oblong purple fruit we use in pastries. It’s on the border of Darnuith. She might have put it there.”

      Xavier shook his head. “I’d not hide something so important so close to the road as it is.”

      Colin nodded. “I’d have to agree with my brother. Not only is it close to a border and the road, she mentions a traitor from Darnuith. Wouldn’t she want to have it farther inland?”

      “What about that one?” Gabriel pointed at an orchard on the edge of the Mystic Wood. Charlie reached toward the map, her chubby hand opening and closing.

      “That’s sandberry fruit—the Dune Orchard. That could very well be what we’re looking for. It borders the desert and is owned by the desert dwellers. It will be hard for me to gain access. Even harder for a non-elf. The desert dwellers do not like company.”

      Colin scanned the map again. “The only other ones appear to be around Asfolk Palace.”

      “Asfolk is the capital and a hub of commerce. Having a variety of fruit grow there benefits the palace, and it’s also centrally located to ship across Rogos.”

      “An odd place for a crypt,” Nathaniel said.

      Raven wished Medea had been more specific about the location of the tomb, but everything the witch had done thus far was to keep the grimoire out of the hands of Eleanor. She couldn’t make it too easy. And the hardest place to reach on this map was the Dune Orchard. “Let’s search there.” She pointed to it on the map. “We have to start somewhere. We can leave in the morning.”

      Leena shook her head. “Why not look now?” Everyone flashed her a confused look. “We don’t actually have to go there to know if it’s the place. I can look from here.” She strode behind the white marble platform and through a door at the back of the library.

      Raven followed into a room with a sanded wood floor and a line of hollowed-out stone bowls filled with liquid. Each was next to a desk with shelves of blank scrolls and a quill.

      “Stand back—the tears will burn you.” Leena positioned herself at one of the desks.

      The scribe sat down and passed her hand over the pool beside her. Raven gasped as the tears started to swirl with color and light, images flashing within the bowl’s depths. This wasn’t familiar magic. This was something else, a type of power unique to the scribes.

      “Show me Dune Orchard,” Leena commanded.

      The waters settled. Raven made out a garden but couldn’t see more from her angle. Leena’s eyes actively scanned the surface.

      Clarissa cracked her neck. “Google Earth in a bowl.”

      Gabriel, Nathaniel, and Avery chuckled. Colin and Xavier stared at her blankly.

      “I don’t see a gate or a tomb,” Leena said. “I don’t think this is it. There’s no place that fits the description.”

      Everyone groaned.

      “Try the one next to Darnuith,” Gabriel suggested.

      She circled her hand again. “There is a cemetery next to this one and there is a gate, but I’m not seeing a dragon. Also, these graves aren’t old enough to be what we’re looking for. The style is consistent with the past fifty years.”

      “Sylas found the golden orb in the floor of the Obsidian Palace,” Colin said, placing a scarred hand on Leena’s shoulder. “I think Medea was a clever woman who would enjoy hiding something in plain sight.”

      Leena stared ahead, eyes unfocused, memories passing through her expression like ghosts. She glanced back at Colin and then circled her hand over the pool once more. This time, she said something in her native tongue, and when the picture formed in the bowl, she gasped.

      “What is it?” Raven asked.

      “Asfolk Orchard. It’s a few miles outside the city. I only remembered it because of the dragon statue… I read somewhere it was a gift from Paragon.”

      Raven tried to look in the pool, but she couldn’t see what Leena saw.

      “There are no graves near this orchard, but the fruit is gold and round. And the dragon sculpture is right outside the gate.” Leena lifted her chin and stared at Raven. “It’s not a grave, but it has to be it. It’s exactly what she described.”

      Raven exchanged glances with Colin. The dragon nodded and said, “We go first thing tomorrow. I’ll send a falcon to Asfolk. With any luck, Rogos and Darnuith will see reason and wait until we have the book to attack.”
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      Colin closed himself into his chambers in the west wing, looking forward to a good night’s sleep. Spending time with Leena that day had been exhausting. When he’d first found her in the library, his dragon had locked on to her mating scent, the same one she’d put off in the tent. He’d hunted her down like a predator and found her at a table in the back of the library. But if the hot blush that had stained her cheeks was any indication that she’d been thinking about him, she’d made it very clear she did not intend to act on those feelings.

      After their initial interaction, she’d been all business for the rest of the day. She was attracted to him. He knew she was. It didn’t matter, though. She’d made up her mind, chosen the life of a scribe, nothing more.

      He couldn’t blame her. What did he have to offer her, actually? The youngest son of a murderous tyrant. He had no crown, no income. He could not promise her safety or comfort. Hell, he was the leader of a rebellion, a bringer of war, a warrior without a home, who was fighting for someone else to take the throne. Even in the best of circumstances, he had nothing but death and destruction in his near future, followed by a life of… What exactly? He had no idea what role, if any, he’d play in the future of Paragon if they succeeded.

      Although he had no trouble seeing in the dark, he lit the thick white candle on the lone dresser. He wanted the fire, the flicker of life to cast out the shadows forming in his heart. He used the pitcher and basin to wash himself, then flopped down on the small bed. A rendering of the goddess of the mountain hung on the wall. A woman on fire—not burning but thriving. He glanced down at the red waves and divots that permanently marred his skin. He couldn’t feel sorry for himself. Dragons were created to endure.

      He closed his eyes. All he saw was Leena’s face. He turned on his side. She’d feel warm tucked in against him. He flipped on his stomach. The tent. Oh goddess, he remembered how she’d felt in radiant detail. He groaned. Thank the Mountain dragons didn’t need much sleep. He doubted he’d be getting any tonight.

      A faint knock came on his door. He raised his head. It was late. None of the scribes would be up at this hour. The knock came again. Barely a brush of knuckles on wood. He climbed out of bed and pulled on his breeches, leaving them unbuttoned at the top. Whoever it was, he planned to deal with them quickly.

      He cracked the door. Leena?

      She pressed one finger to her lips. Silently, he opened the door wider to let her in, then looked both ways to make sure the hall was clear before closing it behind her.

      “What are you doing here?” he whispered.

      “I… I couldn’t sleep.” Her face flushed, her eyes drifting to his breeches and the open fly.

      He didn’t move to fasten it. He was in his own room, and it was the middle of the night.

      Colin sighed, his hands landing on his hips. “Don’t you elves have a tea for that? If not, I’m sure Raven could help.”

      “We never finished our conversation.”

      “I think we did.”

      She licked her lips, and Colin’s cock twitched at the sight of the tip of her pink tongue. What was she doing here? Was this some way of torturing him for embarrassing her earlier?

      “We’re going to open the tomb tomorrow. The scroll is translated. You won’t need my help after that.”

      “You must be relieved.” He frowned.

      “Not as I should be.” She dropped her gaze to the space between their feet. “You said that if I wanted another taste, with your permission…”

      Colin froze. Had he misheard her? If the severe blush staining her cheeks was any clue, he hadn’t. But this was dangerous. His dragon wanted her as his mate. He’d better know exactly what his boundaries were, or this would end badly for them both.

      “A taste. What does it mean to you? Tell me exactly. I can’t color within the lines if I don’t know where the lines are.”

      She released a held breath. “You’re going to make me say it? I thought men took what they wanted until a woman said no.”

      “Not this man. Not this dragon.”

      Her throat bobbed. “I want one night,” she whispered, her gaze flicking up to meet his. “Just between us. No one can ever know. Just one night to…” She gestured in front of her chest, as if there was something physically there. Something large and unwieldy. “…appease this hunger.”

      “Hunger?” He knew exactly what she meant, but he wanted to hear her say it.

      “I ache for you,” she said, her violet eyes misting as if she might cry. She tugged at her dark copper braid, and her voice cracked as she continued. “My every fiber yearns for more of what we did before. It burns inside me. I can’t sleep or eat. It is a beast that must be fed or I might die.”

      At once, Colin’s mouth went dry as a bone. He was far more experienced with the opposite sex than she was. What she was describing was lust, plain and simple. He could help her with that, but it would mean more to him. He had far more than physical pleasure at stake.

      Although, his intentions weren’t completely charitable. He refused to tell her that feeding that beast might make it hungrier in the long run. He was too much of a bastard to give her any excuse to back out now.

      “One night.” Colin hooked his knuckle under her chin and lifted it until she looked him in the eye. “Kissing, touching, or… everything?”

      That pink tongue emerged again, and he could see her pulse fluttering. “Everything,” she said breathlessly. “I want to touch you. I want to…”

      He narrowed his eyes. “What does everything mean to you?”

      Her eyes drifted, and that blush was back. Goddess, he loved that blush.

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Then I’ll teach you.”

      His dragon coiled inside him, his skin heating with urgency to take her. But he only had one chance at this. All he had to give her was his body. Himself. As he saw it, he had to make tonight so good, such a mind-blowing experience for her, that she’d leave the temple for him. That was the only way he’d have what he wanted. The only way he’d have her.

      He walked around her, noticing her slight shiver under his gaze. She was nervous. He’d try his best to alleviate that. He took her braid between his fingers and untied the leather cord binding it. “A dragon has a highly developed sense of smell.” He unbraided the plait, running his fingers through the dark copper strands. “Do you know what you smell like to me, Leena?”

      She shook her head.

      “Blackcurrants and wild primrose. Dark floral ambrosia.” His touch reached the back of her skull, and he scraped his nails along the skin there before dragging his fingers through her hair. He buried his nose in it and inhaled. “I wonder what you’ll taste like.”

      She released a shaky breath and tried to turn toward him.

      “Stay where you are.” He traced his fingers behind her ear, pleased when she did as he commanded. She tipped her head to expose her neck to him—the long, graceful neck of a dancer with pale skin as perfect and smooth as spun vilt. He brought his lips to where he’d just touched and brushed them featherlight across her skin.

      At the collar of her robes, he traced along her neckline, tugged the fabric down between her breasts. The inside of the arm he had wrapped around her brushed over her nipple, and he found the tip hard. Good. He’d explore her breasts soon.

      He stroked over her abdomen and dug his fingers into her belt. “I’m topless. Only fair that you join me,” he whispered in her ear.

      Her throat twitched with her swallow. He pressed a kiss to her pulse as he untied the knot at her waist. The folds of her robe fell open, and he stepped back to pull it off her shoulders.

      Her back was lithe, lean perfection. He tossed the garment on the chair, using the excuse to walk around her once more. Naked before him, her form held a willowy grace, from the tips of her pointed ears to the stretch of her waist to her elegant limbs, proportionally longer than a dragon’s. In the moonlight, her skin shone like carved marble, perfectly smooth and white.

      Behind her again, he wrapped her hair around one hand, tugging until she gasped softly, then placed a kiss on her top vertebrae, just under her hairline. She released a deep, shaky breath, and he stemmed a self-satisfied grin. If she’d liked what he’d done to her in the tent, she’d love what he had in mind for her now. He cascaded kisses like a waterfall along her spine, releasing her hair and dropping to his knees to reach her tailbone, palms cupping the twin mounds of her ass.

      “Now you can turn.”

      She did. In his current position, her navel was level with his lips. He slipped his hands around her waist, and he placed a kiss there, worshiping it with his tongue and nibbling lower. She dug her fingers into his hair.

      He would have liked to taste her right then. But she wasn’t ready for that. In fact, she was trembling so hard he was afraid she’d lose her balance. He needed to move her to the bed.

      Rising, he met her gaze, then dropped his lips to hers. He skimmed his hands up her waist and cradled her breasts, flicking his thumbs across their taut peaks. Her fingers in his hair became more demanding, and he plucked and rolled her nipples in response. Heart pounding against his chest in time with his, she drove her tongue deeper into his mouth.

      “We’re uneven again,” she said against his lips.

      “Hmm?”

      She glanced down at her nakedness and then pointedly at the breeches that still hung around his hips. Her fingers trailed down his stomach. To his surprise, her hand didn’t dawdle with removing them but drifted inside, wrapping around his rock-hard shaft and stroking him from base to tip.

      “Leena,” he whispered. “You keep doing that and this is going to go faster than you deserve.”

      “I want to see you.”

      He backed up a step and removed his breeches. Her lips parted as she studied him by candlelight.

      “Do I frighten you?” he asked.

      “No. It’s just different from what I expected. Different from scrolls and sketches. You’re… huge.”

      A wicked grin spread across his face. “Kind of you to say so.” He traced the backs of his nails along the outer curve of her body. “I think you’re walking poetry.”

      That brought color to her cheeks. Her violet eyes seemed to give off their own light in the darkness. She scoffed and looked away. “I’m plain by elf standards. Flat.”

      He closed the gap between them. “Perfect.” He guided her to sit on the bed and spread her knees so he could kneel between them. Once again, his lips found hers. He trailed featherlight kisses down her throat to her breast, his fingers drifting between her legs and stroking along her center. She was wet, ready.

      She pressed her hands into his shoulders. “What are you going to do?”

      He looked up at her from under hooded lids. “I’m going to give you an experience to remember.”
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      “Trust me.”

      Leena had to have lost her mind to have come to Colin’s room. By the goddess, she was wicked. Only, she couldn’t bring herself to regret her actions with his fingers doing decadent things between her legs.

      Something was building inside her, that same strange, dropping ache she’d felt in the tent. It centered around his touch, and she thought he’d continue the same as before. She leaned back on her elbows, noticing the exquisite sensation of the night air across the tips of her breasts.

      “Colin…”

      His lips landed on the curve of her stomach, and his tongue traced a wet trail lower. He couldn’t possibly mean to—

      Leena’s head tipped back, and she inhaled sharply as Colin’s tongue replaced his fingers. The world narrowed to the steady rhythm of his flicking tongue against her flesh. She bit her lip to keep from crying out. Closer. Closer. Her skin tingled. Her breath caught in her throat.

      Her soul exploded through her skin, even stronger than the first time in the tent. He had transformed her into pure light, and the pleasure that resulted filled the room. Spinning. Unraveling. Weightless, she came apart and then back together.

      And still, she wanted him. Wanted more. His mating trill buzzed like a purr between her legs. He turned her on the bed and climbed on top of her. This was happening. He loved her. She knew he did. And that trill was important, his dragon coming to the surface, claiming her.

      She should stop this. It would be harder for him after this. All she could give him was one night, and she knew he wanted more. Had always known.

      But when her hands landed on his shoulders to push him away, her body betrayed her and pulled him closer. Her legs wrapped around his hips. She was so wet from his mouth and her need that it was all too easy for him to slide partially inside her. She sucked in her breath at the size, at the way he stretched her to the limit.

      “Am I hurting you?” he whispered. His muscles coiled above her as if stopping his movement was causing him pain.

      “Not at all.” She pressed a kiss to the underside of his jaw. “Why would it hurt?”

      “Sometimes the first time hurts for females.”

      “Not for me. Not for elves.”

      “Thank the goddess.” All at once, he thrust into her. He hadn’t given her everything before, not even close. And although it didn’t hurt, it made her gasp. The fullness, the depth. He was everywhere, and her flesh reveled in it.

      He began to move over her, in her, until she felt that now-familiar building again.

      “Please,” she whispered. She hadn’t meant to say the word. Hadn’t meant to beg. But the feeling was so intense, so intimate, it spilled from her lips like a prayer.

      And he was there for her, hooking her knee over his shoulder and driving in deeper. When the light filled her this time, it seemed to come from a deeper place. She had to bite her wrist to keep from screaming. And when he tensed over her and she realized he was experiencing his own magic, the sight of his face in the throes of ecstasy fed her own.

      It was a long time before it seemed she could breathe again. Longer still until he rolled off her and dragged her against his chest, covering them both with the thin blanket.

      “Another taste,” he whispered in her ear. “Was it what you expected?”

      She shook her head. How could she explain what she was feeling? “I didn’t know you could get to heaven by joining bodies.”

      His voice was serious when he responded. “Neither did I.”

      “But you have done this before.”

      “I’ve had sex before. I’ve never done this before.”

      For some reason, that made her heart glow. “I wish things were different.”

      He stiffened behind her. “Different how?”

      Tears filled her eyes. “If I were a different person. If we’d met at a different time. If I hadn’t yet taken my—” She stopped. She’d been about to say if she hadn’t yet taken her oath and become a scribe. But did she mean it? If she’d met Colin before she’d devoted herself to the order, would she have chosen him over being a scribe?

      A lump formed in her throat. There was no sense thinking about such things. “I should return to my room. I can barely keep my eyes open. I have to get back while everyone’s still asleep.”

      He pulled her tighter against his chest and kissed her temple. “You said you wanted a taste, that you wanted everything.”

      She laughed softly. “I think you gave me a full meal.”

      “Not even close. The after-sex cuddling is an important part of the experience.” His breath was warm against her ear. “Sleep, Leena. I’ll wake you before dawn. Plenty of time to make it back to your room.”

      She yawned and snuggled deeper into his embrace. She should go. It would be wiser if she returned to her chambers now and didn’t prolong the inevitable. Every minute she lived in this fantasy made it harder for her to return to the real world.

      But in the end, she wasn’t strong enough. She wanted more of this, wanted to drink the night dry of its indulgences. She closed her eyes and drifted off in the protection of his embrace.
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      For all intents and purposes, last night was a disaster for Colin. His dragon had fallen scales over talons for Leena. He’d given her everything and bound himself to her, and she’d made no such vow with him. She’d be the only woman for him now, ever. He’d condemned himself to a long and lonely life.

      Still, he wouldn’t change a thing. A single night with her was worth any cost, including a lifetime alone. He watched her sleep as the hours passed. It never occurred to him to close his eyes and rest himself. Why would he? And willfully miss a second of this?

      But alas, the hour came when he could wait no longer without putting her at risk. He’d promised her a taste and then to return her to her own life. It was time. She had to go, and he had to complete a mission. He had a war to lead.

      “Leena,” he whispered in her ear.

      She took a deep breath and smiled in her sleep.

      “It’s time to wake up.”

      Her eyes fluttered open, and then her smile faded. “It’s time for me to go, isn’t it?”

      He nodded.

      Slowly she climbed out of bed, out of his arms, and pulled on her clothes. Only when she was fully dressed did she turn back to him. “Thank you for this.”

      He inclined his head. She reached for the door.

      “Leena.” Why was he doing this? He was only going to make it worse.

      “Yes?”

      “No matter what happens now, I want you to know something.” He watched her throat bob, saw the way she hugged herself against the well of emotions that made her eyes glint with tears. “Last night was everything to me. No matter how long you live or what the future brings, I want you to know that I love you and have loved you, above all others. This was a taste for you. A first taste. For me, it was the last. And I don’t regret a single moment of it.”

      “Oh, Colin…” She gave him a pitying look he could not abide. It was no secret that once a dragon bonded, they could not find pleasure in another. Whether she realized that he’d bonded with her unilaterally last night or simply thought his words were romantic pillow talk, he didn’t want her sympathy. He wouldn’t have changed a damn thing. Every second of last night was sacred.

      He gestured toward the door. “Go. You don’t want to get caught.”

      She gave him a slight bow and left without another word.

      Cold shards of ice stabbed through his heart in the empty room. Some invisible creature had dug its claws into his chest and torn and shredded until there was nothing left but wispy twists of his soul blowing in a dark wind. Everything that mattered was over.

      But a soldier, a warrior, was trained to fight through the pain. He’d keep moving and leave everything on the battlefield.

      Colin washed and dressed, forcing himself to move the shattered pieces of his heart. The suns hadn’t yet risen outside his window, but he took up his sword. Time to lose himself in his practice routine. Whatever this war would bring, he was ready, because after tonight, he had nothing left to lose. And if there was one thing universally acknowledged in Ouros, it was the hazard of a dragon with nothing to lose.
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      It was all Leena could do to keep her eyes open as they rode toward the orchard on the edge of Asfolk. Unlike the palace, the temple did not have access to a carriage large enough to transport four dragons, three witches, and one exhausted scribe, and unlike the night before, it was decided that Nathaniel’s magical reserves could not be wasted on transporting them by portal.

      What the temple did have was plenty of horses. The dapple-gray steeds carried scribes to the distant pools in Niven to make sacrifices to the goddess. They’d saddled up that morning after breakfast and set out for Asfolk, Leena carefully distancing herself from Colin to avoid suspicion. Every time she came near him, she thought that her skin must be glowing, branded with light everywhere he’d touched her.

      How was it possible that no one seemed to notice she was different? The idea boggled her mind. How could they not notice that she’d been completely turned inside out and put back together? Her night with Colin had shaken her to her core. She’d never be the same. Never.

      She adjusted herself in the saddle, her muscles deliciously sore from their lovemaking. Despite her best efforts, her mind went back there, back to the sight of him moving over her, in her. Sweat on his forehead. The muscles of his arms bunching with the effort, caging her in, making her his willing prisoner.

      They reached a crossroad and got a firsthand view of exactly what was happening in Rogos. A battalion of archers rode by in front of them, dressed in their purple uniforms. The captain bowed his head in her direction. She bowed back, watching absently as the unit continued on. When they resumed their journey, she allowed the dragons to go ahead of her toward their destination. She was too tired for the responsibility of leading the way.

      “Earth to Leena.” Clarissa popped up beside her. When had she found her way to the back of the group?

      “Why would Earth be calling me?”

      Clarissa laughed. “It’s an expression. We say it to each other on Earth when someone spaces out.”

      “What a strange expression.”

      “What’s with the matching luggage?” Clarissa motioned under her eyes. “Looks like you haven’t slept in days.”

      She glanced away nervously. “I haven’t been able to sleep lately.”

      “Clandestine affair?”

      Leena’s head snapped around, her eyes widening. “Why would you think that?”

      Clarissa laughed, buckling over the neck of her horse. “It was a joke. Obviously. I mean, you’re a scribe, right?”

      “Oh, right.” Leena forced a giggle.

      Clarissa’s smile faded, and she leaned back in the saddle. “Seriously, what is it? Why can’t you sleep?”

      She lifted her eyebrows, thinking fast. “Isn’t everyone missing sleep these days? Our world is on the brink of war. Even now, the high lord has likely lined up troops at the border.”

      It wasn’t a lie, but Clarissa’s face fell as if it wasn’t quite what she’d expected her to say. “Hmm. Well, if we get our hands on that book today, my sisters and I are going to end this war before it begins. Take heart—you’ll be sleeping well soon.”

      How she wished that was true.

      It was late morning when they reached Asfolk Orchard and found the metal sculpture of the dragon guarding the gate. There was no one here. No need to guard it. Not only was the thornfruit dangerous to pick and inedible to anyone who didn’t know how to prepare it properly, it wasn’t even in season.

      Leena hopped down off her horse and inspected the dragon. She brushed years of dust and debris off the metal sculpture. Dead leaves had gathered along the side in the dip between its tail and its body. This wasn’t a crypt. There was no inscription anywhere on it, no marker. It wasn’t even big enough to contain an adult body. More relevant to their cause, there was no place to put the crypt key.

      “I don’t understand,” Raven said. Charlie reached for the shiny dragon from the carrier on her chest and Raven redirected her hand away from the sculpture. “This is exactly what Medea described in her message, but this can’t be it, can it?”

      Leena traced the metal with her fingers. “Elves are geniuses at metalwork. Let me just…” There was a ridge under the dragon’s jaw. A latch. She squeezed it.

      A metal-on-metal groan preceded the rattle of a chain somewhere inside. The clockwork dragon vibrated, the copper mouth yawning open to expose a network of bronze and platinum gears around an indentation. The crypt lock.

      Clarissa gasped. “Holy shit, that is badass!” She ran her fingers over the gears.

      “Let’s try the key.” Raven dug in her saddlebag for the collection of gears they’d retrieved from the orbs.

      “Gives me the creeps.” Avery shivered. “Be careful, Raven. Anyone talented enough to make this thing is smart enough to booby-trap it.”

      “Aye. Seems an odd contraption to me as well,” Xavier said. “Are ye sure it’s safe? Perhaps one of us should do it.” He looked worriedly at Avery, and a pang of jealousy cut through Leena at what passed between them. Her eyes slipped to Colin, who was scanning the surrounding area for threats, his eyes everywhere but on her.

      Raven shook her head. “Medea left this to us. We have to do it.” She navigated Charlie’s grabby fingers to fit the key into the dragon’s mouth. “Leena, I need your help. What’s the key word? The symbols are all in high fae.”

      “I don’t remember one. Did Medea even leave us a key word?” Leena pulled the scroll from her satchel and unrolled it for the witch. She stood beside it as they both read it again. “It could be the baby’s name, Phineas…”

      “The only word I can leave you with is goodbye,” Raven read. “How do you spell goodbye in high fae?”

      Leena reached into the dragon’s mouth and turned the gears, matching the symbols to spell out the valediction. Then she backed away with the others as the clockwork dragon started to tick and grind.
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      The dragon, Raven noted, wasn’t a sculpture but a machine. As soon as they turned the key in the lock, it started to tick. Inner gears turned, and the mouth grew bigger and bigger until it was possible to walk into the gaping maw.

      “This is dangerous, Colin,” Gabriel said. “A few of us need to guard the perimeter, especially the main road into the gardens. I don’t need to tell you what will happen if anyone sees this, and I do mean anyone.”

      The men exchanged worried glances.

      Colin gestured to Xavier and Nathaniel. “Station yourselves to the north and east. Gabriel and I will take south and west. Make yourselves invisible, but don’t be afraid to use force if you have to.”

      Gabriel kissed Raven lightly on the lips. “Are you going to be okay?” His eyes flicked to the dark entrance to the crypt.

      “I’m with my sisters. Medea left this for us. I think I’m in more danger from something out there”—she gestured toward the road—“than in here.”

      Gabriel nodded. “Leave out there to me.” He kissed Charlie’s head, and then he and his brothers blinked out of sight, his scent fading with the next breeze.

      She turned back to the dragon’s mouth, but Clarissa’s hand landed on her arm before she could move inside.

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Her blue gaze traced around the jagged teeth above and below them. “This thing is hundreds of years old. I don’t trust it.”

      Avery, too, balked at the cavernous entrance.

      “You and Avery can stay here.” Raven removed the carrier and handed her daughter to Avery. “Watch Charlie. I’ll get the book. If something happens, you two can get me out.”

      Avery strapped on the carrier while Charlie patted her cheek affectionately. “Come to your favorite aunt.”

      “Hey!” Clarissa looked positively offended.

      “Clarissa’s right, Raven. I don’t think it’s safe either,” Avery said.

      But Leena held up a hand. “Elf metalwork is extremely reliable. I highly doubt you have anything to worry about.”

      Raven drew her wand, the tip casting a purple glow down the throat of the machine. “The book is down there, and there’s only one way to get it.” With one last glance toward the other women, she stepped into the mouth of the dragon and was surprised when Leena followed her.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” she asked the scribe.

      “I go where the scroll goes.” The woman’s strange violet eyes glanced at the scroll Raven was holding from when they’d worked out the key.

      “I need it in case there’s another riddle inside,” Raven said. “It might hold more clues.”

      Leena gestured toward the dark interior of the cave. “If there is more to work out inside, chances are it, like the key, will require a translator who reads ancient Elvish. You could use a translation spell, but it would be far easier and less draining to simply allow me to do it.”

      Raven sighed. The scribe made sense, and she wasn’t overly excited about going into the dark cavern alone. “Okay, then. Here. You might as well carry this, then.” She handed her the scroll. “If we run into trouble, I’ll need both hands.”

      Leena took the precious scroll and carefully rerolled it before tucking it into her satchel. “Lead the way.”

      Raising her wand, Raven floated a ball of light high in front of them. The glow revealed a set of stone stairs that led down, underground. Her heart pounded as she descended. As soon as she stepped on the third step, torches lit along the walls, and everything inside blazed to life, shone gold. The tomb was filled with treasure.

      “Oh my god,” Raven mumbled when her eyes caught on a large yellow diamond resting on top of the pile of coins and jewels. It twinkled in the torchlight.

      “Is that what I think it is?” Leena’s chest rose and fell like she’d sprinted a mile. That was fear in her purple eyes.

      Raven knew what it was. She’d held one just like it in her hands once, only it was an emerald, not a diamond. Gabriel’s heart. “It’s a dragon’s heart. I’m guessing Tavyss’s.”

      “It has to be,” Leena said. “I read about him just yesterday, and this gem is the same color as the ring described in the text.”

      A lump formed in Raven’s throat. Medea had led her to the burial chamber of her beloved Tavyss.

      “Where’s the grimoire?” Leena asked. “Why would Medea lead you to the heart and not the book?”

      Tentatively, Raven lifted the gem and held it up to the torchlight. It wasn’t just reflecting the light but putting off its own. At first, her thoughts flashed to Gabriel’s heart, to how the emerald once held the light of his soul. But she didn’t feel another presence in the room or sense that Tavyss’s soul was still bound to this gem. What she did feel was the hot rush of power like a pulse in the air around her. Her breath caught.

      “It’s here,” she said excitedly. “Inside the stone! Medea stored the grimoire inside Tavyss’s heart.”

      Leena’s eyes sparked. “What? Why would she do such a thing?”

      Raven smiled. “Because she was truly brilliant. A witch’s magic dies with her, but a dragon’s magic is inherent to their body. It’s why Circe asked the first dragon for her scale in exchange for the ability to shift. That scale could turn anyone who used it invisible… forever. And this heart has magic… magic that fueled the encryption on that scroll and the protective magic of the orbs.”

      “Brilliant, yes. But how do we get the book out to use it?”

      “I’m not sure. Let me think,” Raven said.

      Leena looked around the tomb, hugging herself and rubbing her shoulders. “This place scares me, Raven. I have a strange feeling of foreboding. I don’t think we should linger here.”

      Raven adjusted the heart, turning it in her hand and holding it closer to the torchlight. If she held it just right, she could see writing. “I can see it. The pages of the grimoire are open to a spell. I’m guessing it’s the one to extract the book from the gem, but it’s not in English.”

      “Do you need me to try to read it? I know many languages.”

      “No need,” Raven said with a smile. “I only need to know it exists.” As Leena looked on in confusion, Raven reached out with her magic, the same magic that had allowed her to absorb hundreds of books in every human language from Gabriel’s magical library, long before she knew she could do it. Metaphysical ribbons extended into the dragon heart, probing the facets to find the book within, feeling the magic and absorbing it off the page.

      “What’s happening?” Leena asked.

      “It’s part of who I am… my special power. I can absorb the magic even if I can’t read the words.”

      “Like you did with the scroll,” Leena said.

      “Mmm-hmm.” Raven continued to analyze the magic. “I think it’s fascinating how my magic and my sisters’ complement one another. Avery neutralizes magic. I take it in and transform it. It becomes part of me. As long as I practice the spells once I have them, they will always be mine. And Clarissa, she makes magic with her voice. Creates it from scratch. From nothing.”

      “When you put it that way, I can see why the legends say you’d be unstoppable.”

      Raven turned the gem, and the pages in the book started to flip. “We’re not unstoppable. Not yet. But we’re learning.” She absorbed each spell, feeling the gold light bleed into her, transfusing her with ancient power. So much magic. Her head swam with spells. Her body pulsed with it.

      “Raven… Oh my goddess, your skin!” Leena gasped.

      Raven looked down at herself. Symbols glowed through her flesh, and she remembered her first days in Gabriel’s library. This only used to happen when Gabriel touched her, before she’d understood how to process the magic she absorbed. She stared at the heart in her hands and dropped it onto the pile of treasure, sending a clatter of gold coins to the floor. The symbols faded.

      “They’re gone. Are you all right?”

      “Fine.”

      “Shouldn’t we take it with us? We can’t leave it for someone else to find. It’s too powerful.” Leena frowned at the gem.

      Raven laughed. “We’re not going to leave the book.” Unlike when she’d resurrected Gabriel, there was no soul left in Tavyss’s heart. The dragon had moved on to wherever dragons went after they died. The only thing in this golden jewel was the book, and she knew how to get it out.

      She drew her wand again, waved it in the air in the shape of the symbol that appeared in her head. A triangle glowed to life, hovered over the treasure, and released rays of golden light that rained down on the heart. The tomb became as bright as day.

      Leena stumbled back into the wall, pressing herself against the stone.

      Crack. The yellow diamond split in two. Treasure scattered across the room. A book as large as her torso appeared in front of her with a cover of solid gold etched with the image of a peacock.

      “Goddess save us all,” Leena cried. “My skin is buzzing. I can feel the power all the way over here.”

      “This is pure celestial magic. I’ve never experienced anything like it. No wonder Hera wants it back.” Raven tucked her wand away and lifted the book into her arms. “Let’s go.”

      She didn’t have to ask Leena twice. The elf bounded up the stairs and out of the dragon’s mouth. Raven smiled at her sisters as she emerged into the sun with the book on her hip. Avery and Clarissa approached her excitedly, Charlie reaching for her. She shifted the book into one arm and accepted her daughter in the other.

      “I found the spell we need,” Raven said to them. “I know how to stop Eleanor.”

      But Avery’s face fell, her eyes scanning Raven from head to toe. “What’s happening?”

      Raven did feel strange, like every cell in her body tingled with static electricity. Clarissa opened her mouth and sang a defensive note, but whatever it was meant to do, it didn’t work. Raven felt herself fading.

      Charlie! She tried to throw her toward Avery, but the babe was bound to her. She couldn’t even move her arms as they both faded away. Just before Raven vanished, she witnessed Leena leaping into the air. The elf collided with her, wrapping arms and legs around her and Charlie. Then a wave of blackness swallowed them all. The next thing she knew, all three of them toppled out of the darkness and onto an obsidian floor.

      Raven landed on her stomach. The book flew from her arms, as did Charlie, who wailed as she was thrown across the room. Beside her, Leena landed facedown, her limbs splayed.

      “The strength of a magical contract truly is amazing,” a familiar voice rang out above her.

      Raven tore her eyes away from Charlie and tried to force breath back into her lungs. On her hands and knees, she let her line of sight follow leather boots to black lace tights, then the handkerchief hem of a dark skirt, and finally, a red bustier. Above it all, Crimson Vanderholt stared down at her with a wicked smile, her matted blond curls swinging with each smug shake of her head. “I’m calling in our bargain, Raven. That baby is mine.”
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      Colin flew to the tomb when he heard Avery and Clarissa scream. Gabriel, Nathaniel, and Xavier arrived behind him to total chaos. Clarissa’s voice was reverberating around them, a living thing that swept his sides and seemed to dig into the earth itself.

      “They’re gone!” Avery yelled, her sword in hand. She circled, pointing its sharp tip at the air around her.

      “Who’s gone?” Colin looked into the gaping mouth of the dragon. Surely Raven, Charlie, and Leena would emerge at any moment.

      Clarissa stopped singing, her eyes wild with panic. “Nothing is here. No one is here,” she babbled.

      Gabriel swept into the sculpture’s mouth and emerged as panicked as Clarissa. “Her scent ends here, but she’s gone.”

      For the first time, Colin engaged his own senses, a chill icing his blood when he caught Leena’s fading sent. “What happened?”

      Avery sheathed her sword, her gaze finding the safety of Xavier’s before she answered. “Raven found the book. She came out with the golden grimoire in her arms. As soon as I handed her the baby, she started to… to fade. It was like she was fading out of existence. And then Leena…”

      “What happened to Leena?” Colin’s voice dropped two octaves, his dragon raging inside him.

      “She leaped onto Raven. Wrapped her arms and legs around her and the baby,” Clarissa said. “I think Leena was trying to stop it, but whatever took Raven took her with it.”

      Colin’s wings punched out, his blood surging in his veins. His gaze darted around the sculpture. “Nathaniel, what type of magic is responsible for this? Are they invisible or gone?”

      Nathaniel packed a new bit of tobacco and fired it up. He inhaled deeply and blew a puff of purple smoke over the area in front of the sculpture. Colors flashed, and then symbols Colin didn’t know formed in the air. “Gone,” Nathaniel said. “This reeks of Mother and her blood magic. My smoke is picking up her unique signature but also something else, something…odd.”

      “What do you see, Nathaniel?” Gabriel growled, ready to come out of his skin.

      Nathaniel looked toward Gabriel. “It’s voodoo.”

      Colin’s stomach turned as Gabriel stopped breathing and collapsed to his knees. The pain he was feeling from Leena’s loss must be a shadow of Gabriel’s pain. A mate and a child—no wonder his brother looked like someone was peeling his scales off his body one by one.

      “We have to get them back. Eleanor’s been after Charlie from the start. She wants her dead.” Gabriel’s beast seethed, his skin bubbling with his need to shift and his eyes glowing green with rage. His older brother dug his fingers in the dirt, his eyes burning.

      Colin felt it too. His dragon burned with the need to get Leena back. His heart pounded relentlessly, and his skin felt too tight. His wings arched over his shoulders with his rage. He’d gut his mother with his own talons if she hurt a single hair on Leena’s head.

      Through the panic and the pain, a voice like silver bells rang through Colin’s head. You’ll help me find the grimoire, won’t you? Queen Penelope would do anything to get that book. The Defenders of the Goddess had three kingdoms ready to go to war.

      “We’re going to get them back,” he said. He was the leader of the resistance. All he had to do was pull the trigger.

      Gabriel, Xavier, and the witches stared at him expectantly.

      “How?” Avery asked.

      “We go to war with Paragon. Now.”
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      “You stay away from her!” Raven screamed at Crimson. She clawed forward on the obsidian, scrambling to get her feet under her.

      Crimson reached for Charlie, but her hands never connected with the child. Her body buckled in half as if something hard socked her in the stomach. The witch crumpled to the floor. Raven found the source of the blow in Leena, who was sneering at Crimson, her arms holding an invisible bow and arrow.

      From the shadows, magic pulsed. Leena went flying, her back slapping the far wall hard enough that when she dropped to the floor, she didn’t get back up. Bright-red blood darkened her temple.

      “Leena!” Raven cried.

      Like something out of Raven’s darkest nightmares, Empress Eleanor stepped from the shadows and hovered over Crimson’s fallen body. She reached into Crimson’s gut, her hand passing right through her skin and bones, and withdrew whatever poison Leena had rooted there. The black veins that had branched out across Crimson’s flesh followed as if Eleanor had plucked them out, a weed by the roots. Leena’s poison arrow sizzled away in the palm of the empress’s bony hand.

      Eleanor turned her full attention on Raven, pointing a long nail at Crimson, who was brushing off the remnants of elf magic from her torso, her teeth bared. “You forged a witch’s contract with this woman for your firstborn. She’s calling it in.”

      Raven reached her arms out for Charlie. Crimson stepped between them and lifted the baby from the cold obsidian. Her little girl looked scared and confused in the stranger’s arms and started to wail.

      “Put her down. You’re scaring her!”

      “She’s mine now, Raven. We had an agreement.”

      Raven’s mind couldn’t fathom what was happening. Crimson was here? Alive? All she could manage through the thickening lump in her throat was “How?”

      Eleanor grinned. “You of all people should know that sometimes the dead don’t stay dead, Raven. After all, as I understand it, you resurrected my son once.”

      Behind Eleanor, a peregrine falcon perched on the back of her throne and flapped its wings.

      “You had it follow me to Earth?” Raven started putting it together. She’d seen that same bird in the tree on the beach in Aeaea and its silhouette outside the window at Blakemore’s. Eleanor must have used the falcon to learn about Crimson and then resurrected her with dark magic.

      Raven’s heart pounded, panic gripping her. She reached for the first spell that came to mind. Forming a triangle with her fingers, she twisted it to the right and uttered, “Diaíresi.” The spell, meant to shred Eleanor, dissipated with a wave of the empress’s hand. Another fling of Eleanor’s wrist and Raven was bound in yellow lightning. She’d grown stronger. Much stronger. They were doomed.

      The empress stared down her nose at her. “Give it up, Raven. Your heart rate is much too high, and you are far too unfocused to manage even a basic spell. And now I have this.” She bent down and picked up the golden grimoire. “Ransom!”

      The captain of the guard manifested in the room, panting, hair matted in sweat. Wings spread, he gripped a sword in both hands. He sounded exasperated when he said, “Empress, Rogos and Darnuith have attacked. They’ve crossed the border into Hobble Glen! The Obsidian Guard is on the defensive. You must put me back.”

      “Never mind that, Ransom. Once I use this child’s blood to complete my spell, I will turn them all to dust. Take these two to the dungeon.”

      There was nothing Raven could do but scream as Ransom cuffed her and dragged her and an unconscious Leena away.
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      Raven hated the Obsidian Dungeon. She’d spent weeks here once, a pawn in Eleanor’s scheme to bring Gabriel into her twisted plan. The empress hadn’t succeeded, and Raven had sworn she’d never set foot here again. Yet here she was, and despite being exponentially more powerful than before, whatever enchantment was in the walls of this particular cell was strong enough to leave her magically impotent while Crimson held her baby upstairs.

      She sat beside Leena’s unconscious body and cried, wept with the sort of despair she’d never felt before, not even when she was dying of cancer. This was far worse. Eleanor had the book, Crimson had Charlie, and the empress was going to win.

      “Ow.” Leena woke and rubbed the back of her head. “Goddess, that woman is a demon in dragon skin.”

      “You’re far more polite than I am.”

      Leena looked her over and frowned. “She has Charlie, doesn’t she?”

      “And the book.”

      “Goddess help us.” Leena looked around her, gaining her bearings. “And I thought last night was the worst thing that could happen to me.”

      “What happened last night?” Raven studied the scribe. She didn’t know the woman well, but it was certainly valiant what she’d done to try to help her. When Leena didn’t answer her question, she said, “Thank you for trying to save me. It was brave of you, both when you tried to keep me in Rogos with your physical body and when you shot Crimson with your elfin magic the way you did.”

      Leena shrugged. “I go where the scroll goes.” She flashed a weak smile.

      Raven pointed to the satchel on her hip. “You had the scroll.”

      “So I did. I guess I must have been brave, then. Brave or crazy.”

      “I’m leaning toward crazy.”

      Leena looked down at the bag that held Medea’s scroll on her hip. She started to laugh. “Wait… They threw us in here but left me my satchel? They locked us in the Obsidian Dungeon but didn’t take my bag?”

      Raven wiped under her eyes and nodded. “The dragon who brought us down here was in quite a hurry. It seems Rogos and Darnuith have attacked. He was anxious to get back to the battle.”

      A laugh bubbled up Leena’s throat, this one stronger than before. “What an idiot.”

      “There’s no way out. The walls drain your magic.” Raven shook her head. “I doubt anything written in your scrolls is going to help us now.”

      “Oh, we’re getting out,” Leena said through a smile. She started digging in her bag. “And not because of anything written in these scrolls.”

      The scribe was clearly in denial. Raven’s throat felt thick as she said, “I can’t do the simplest of spells. We’re stuck. We’re going to die in here.”

      “No…” Leena shot her a look like she was positively offended. “We’re not. Stupid dragons.” She pulled out one of her metalwork quills and started taking it apart. Magic ink spilled on the black stone floor.

      “Leena, am I missing something? You seem far too happy about being locked in this dungeon.” The scribe reached forward and plucked a metal button off Raven’s jacket. “What are you doing?”

      “Do you know anything about my people?” Leena asked. “Anything about elves?”

      Raven frowned. “You’re from Rogos. You worship the goddess the same as Paragonians. You record the history of Ouros. Oh, and you can shoot invisible arrows at your enemies, although I didn’t actually know that until I saw you do it to Crimson.”

      Leena pulled a pin from her braid and a thin metal buckle from her bag. She gave Raven a giant smile. “Oh, come on, Raven, you know more than that. You walked into one of our masterpieces just today.”

      Her brows rose. “Oh, and you’re excellent at working metal.”

      “We are creators. It’s not a magical skill but a mechanical one. We are born able to build things—wonderful things. And with our magic, we can even animate such a thing. But we don’t need magic to build. That skill, we are born with.” Silver flashed between Leena’s nimble fingers. “Dragons know nothing of elves. For centuries, they’ve ignored us, taken it for granted that we’d remain neutral. Eleanor hasn’t spent any time learning about us or our strengths. If she had, she never would have locked an elf inside a dungeon with any tools at all.”

      Raven gaped as Leena finished her bending and held up a rudimentary skeleton key. The scribe stood, walked to the bars, and jiggled her creation into the lock.

      “Few adjustments.” She pulled it out and bent a few silver parts, then slipped it into the lock again.

      The mechanism clicked, and the door swung open.

      “Holy shit.” Raven gaped. “You’re incredible.”

      Leena took an elaborate bow.

      Scrambling to her feet, Raven retrieved Leena’s bag from the floor and held it out to her as she passed out of the cell. By the time they reached the door that led to the stairwell, her magic had come back to her, burning hot and ready in her torso. Leena used her key to unlock the dungeon. There was no guard. Likely every soldier had been called into battle.

      “Do you still think we’re going to die?” Leena asked her, looking up the stairs and no doubt remembering the two nightmarish women who’d brought them here.

      Raven shook her head, dark thoughts brewing inside her. “Oh no. We’re not going to die. They are.” She grabbed Leena by the arm, twisted into a column of smoke, and blew through the palace, a dark wind hell-bent on getting her daughter back.
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      It was time to kill the Mountain.

      Eleanor opened the golden grimoire on her ritual table, the book’s celestial energy pulsing against her fingertips. Everything she’d ever wanted, the power that had lingered just beyond her reach for so long, would be hers with the right spell. Light radiated from the pages, poured over her, buzzed against her skin. It was no surprise Hera wanted this. The book was the most potent magical object she’d ever encountered.

      “Show me how to kill the goddess of the mountain,” she ordered the tome.

      The pages flipped, increasing in speed until they came to the spell she desired. The parchment settled with a gust of wind that blew back her hair and then dusted across her fingers, fading with the light.

      The grimoire was written in the language of the gods, but with a twist of her ring and a practiced translation spell, the symbols arranged themselves into something she could read. “It’s easier than I thought. We spill the child’s blood over the heir’s heart and direct the reaction into the Mountain like a celestial spear. It will open up a channel where I can absorb the goddess’s power and leave her with none. She won’t actually be dead, sadly, but drained to the point she cannot wake. And with her power, I will ascend.”

      Crimson shot her a look. “How will you get Gabriel’s heart?”

      “I don’t need Gabriel’s heart. I have Marius’s.” She palmed the giant diamond. She’d resurrected the witch only hours ago, and under better circumstances, Eleanor would have had time to rest before performing this spell. But there was no time. Even now, she could hear the barbarians at the gate, pounding on the wards around the palace with nothing but her destruction on their minds.

      The blond witch scoffed. “I’m not familiar with your magic, but in my world, the heart has to be fresh. There’s no magic in a dead heart.”

      Eleanor lifted a corner of her mouth. She was glad to have this woman here to appreciate the genius of what she was about to do. No one really understood her. No one appreciated the power she’d so artfully cultivated. Maybe this resurrected human witch would.

      “Ah, but this heart isn’t dead.” She held up the diamond between her talons. “See the silver flame inside the facets? It’s his soul. I’ve enchanted it to stay right where it is. More powerful that way. I can reuse it again and again. It’s how I resurrected you. That and a child’s blood.”

      Crimson whistled. “That’s a dark bit of magic.” She poked her tongue into her cheek. The smile she shot her next was too big. It showed all her teeth and even more of her ambition. Yes, this woman did understand. “That’s why I wanted Raven and Gabriel’s brat. I knew I could use it to make myself immortal.”

      Eleanor snarled. “And it will. Once I use the child’s blood to kill the goddess, you can have what’s left of her to extend your otherwise short human life. I won’t have use for the babe after this.” A blast shook the mountain, and she staggered forward, pulling the diamond closer to her chest.

      “What the fuck was that?” Crimson clutched at her bodice.

      Another blast rumbled in the distance. Eleanor frowned. “Darnuith and Rogos. If they haven’t made it through the wards yet, they will soon.” Her gaze cast to the window. “And when the suns set, Nochtbend and its vampires will be joining the party.”

      “Vampires?” Crimson’s brow rose in intrigue.

      “Bring the babe,” Eleanor commanded. “We must hurry.”

      Crimson unlocked the iron cage where they’d shoved the screaming child after they’d rid themselves of her mother. But when Crimson reached inside for her, Charlie snapped.

      “Ouch! The little shit bit me!” She yanked her hands back, and Eleanor growled as the child fluttered its strange, feathery wings and flew to the highest shelf in her ritual room. Charlie grinned down from above, her cherubic face framed in flaxen curls.

      “Come here, child,” Eleanor said in her sweetest tone. She motioned with her hand.

      Charlie kicked her feet over the side of the shelf and giggled.

      “Retrieve her now,” Eleanor demanded of Crimson.

      The blond sorceress scoffed. “The contract allowed me to call her to me once. Now that she’s mine, I have no more control than you.” She glanced at the bite on her hand. “Besides, I’m injured, and you’re the one with all the power.”

      Eleanor sneered. The bite was jagged and bleeding. She couldn’t underestimate the spawn of a witch and a dragon. This was no helpless child. Eleanor whirled as another blast shook the palace. She didn’t have time for this.

      Thumbing her ring, she drew a symbol in the air. Power snapped out, a yellow lasso of lightning that snagged the whelp. The babe’s head whipped back as Eleanor yanked her off the shelf. Charlie wailed and dropped. Eleanor caught her, the empress’s talons digging into the babe’s soft skin. Charlie screamed in pain.

      “Hmm. Not the hide of a dragon. Soft. Easy to bleed. That’s convenient.” Ignoring Charlie’s cries, Eleanor wrangled the thrashing child into her pentagram. She placed Marius’s heart on the floor at the center of the symbol and braced the babe over her knee with a firm hand, then extended one talon toward her throat.

      “Take your hands off my daughter!”

      Eleanor had a split second to recognize Raven, and then a blast of pure power knocked her out of the symbol and into the shelves at the head of her ritual room. Magical objects rained down upon her head, the shelves cracking and splitting. From the darkened pile of rubble, Eleanor watched the skeleton of a baby dragon she’d kept on the highest shelf tip forward and back on its perch before giving way.

      The last thing she saw before the lights went out was its skull dropping toward her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Raven caught Charlie in her arms, one eye trained on the rubble. Eleanor wasn’t dead. There was no way that was enough to kill a dragon. But the pile of debris didn’t move.

      “Where’s Crimson?” Leena asked from behind her.

      Raven’s eyes searched the room, ice forming in her stomach when she couldn’t find the other witch. A dark cloud manifested behind the scribe. The elf screamed. Crimson pressed a curved blade to Leena’s throat and leveled her gaze on Raven. “Hand over the kid or your friend dies, little witch.”

      Crimson’s knife pressed into Leena’s neck, drawing a bead of blood that trickled along the edge. The hate Raven felt for the former mambo was all-consuming. She clutched Charlie to her, knowing that as long as Crimson lived, Charlie was technically hers. She’d agreed to it. She’d shaken the witch’s hand and sealed the contract before she ever knew she could conceive, when she’d thought that after years of chemotherapy, she was barren.

      That was before she respected the boundaries of magic.

      Leena blinked wide, fearful eyes at her. She was a scribe. She was supposed to record what happened in this world, not participate in it, and here she was with a knife pressed to her throat. Raven clenched her teeth. She’d have to kill Crimson. Nothing less would break the contract. Raven wasn’t a murderer, but she already knew she could do it. She would do it.

      “Give me the babe or she dies,” Crimson said again. She pointed her chin toward the pile of shelving, books, and magical accoutrements that buried Eleanor. “She might not be able to use her anymore, but I certainly can.”

      “She has a name, Crimson. It’s Charlie. She’s a person!” Raven wasn’t trying to convince the evil woman, just buy time while she considered what to do. She had an almost limitless arsenal of spells at her disposal, but Eleanor was right before—she couldn’t wield any spell properly when her heart was galloping and her every instinct kept her clinging to her daughter.

      Crimson scoffed. “I don’t care what she is, sweetheart. I only care that she has a heart in her chest that can make me immortal.”

      Raven kissed her daughter’s cheek. She couldn’t hand her over. Wouldn’t.

      “No,” Leena whispered. “Don’t you even think about it, Raven.”

      “Shut up, bitch.” Crimson dug the blade deeper into her skin. Raven watched more blood bubble where the blade bit in.

      Something warm and wet dripped on Raven’s fingers. She pulled her hand away from Charlie and stared at the bright red staining them in confusion. How was Leena’s blood on her fingers? No, this was Charlie’s blood. She saw it now, red oozing from her back to stain her beautiful white feathers. Charlie whimpered in her arms.

      “Now, Raven!” Crimson said.

      “She’s hurt. I have to heal her, or she’ll be no good to you.” It was a lie. Likely Charlie’s injury wouldn’t have an effect on Crimson’s spell at all, but it was a perfect excuse to delay handing her over. “It’s going to be okay,” Raven whispered, as much to herself as to the baby. With a soft incantation under her breath, her hands began to glow, and she pressed them to Charlie’s wounds. “Mommy’s going to make it better.”

      “You’re testing my patience, Raven. I don’t care about the blood,” Crimson said through her teeth.

      The wounds stitched themselves together, her daughter’s whimpers becoming less intense and then subsiding. By the time the wound was a pale pink, Charlie cuddled into the side of Raven’s neck, wiping her wet cheeks on her shirt.

      Leena’s mouth gaped like a fish. “Raven, the blood—”

      Whatever she was trying to say was cut off by Crimson’s digging blade. The scribe tucked in her chin, more blood carving a trail from her neck, flowing faster between her breasts, staining her robes. Raven couldn’t allow Leena to die for her mistake. She’d get Charlie back. Somehow…

      “Enough! Do it now!” Crimson reached for her.

      Throat thick, Raven shifted Charlie in her arms and then handed her over.
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      Colin stabbed a sword through the heart of the dragon in front of him, then landed a foot in his gut and kicked him off his blade. The soldier crumpled at his feet. He moved on to the next, punching and slashing, careful not to decapitate them if he could avoid it. These guards were practically children. Eleanor and Ransom had recruited younger and younger dragons into the Obsidian Guard to replace older men who were too wise to continue serving. He doubted most even understood what they were fighting for. He would do everything in his power to avoid killing them.

      Beside him, Xavier and Gabriel plowed through the soldiers like machines. The three had slipped through the wards at the gate using a seal of the palace—a magical talisman that Sylas had stolen off one of the guardsman’s horses when he and Dianthe had rescued Aborella. It only worked on the gate, a small area near the guardhouse where riders needed it to file in and out of the palace. The seal allowed only one rebel warrior through at a time, but it was a foothold. That was all they needed.

      Above him, Nathaniel was using that magic smoke of his to unlock the heavier wards that rose like a dome over the palace. Dozens of witches hovered in the sky behind his brother, waiting in formation for the wards to drop. Wands glowing like stars in the full light of day, their black robes flowed over the backs of their brooms and their lips mumbled spells Colin could not hear. It was an intimidating sight, and he was instantly glad Darnuith was on their side.

      If Nathaniel succeeded in opening a small passageway, not only could the witches mount an aerial attack, they could use their magic to unravel the rest of the wards like a knitted sweater with a loose string. Already their dark power pounded warning blows, loud enough he was sure Eleanor could hear them inside.

      If the witch army successfully breached the wards, he’d readied the elves to complete the second wave. The tears of the goddess were fused to their arrows in stone capsules, enough to strike fear in any dragon. In fact, Hobble Glen had fallen as soon as the first arrow burned through a dragon in the street. They’d all surrendered, even the Highborns, or locked themselves away in their houses.

      And that was before the animus arrived. Rogos had constructed ten giants out of metal and animated them with elven magic. One faceless mass of gears and metal had followed him through the gate and was beating back the Obsidian guards with a massive club.

      The uprising was happening all over Ouros. Sylas and Dianthe were leading a battalion of fairies against Paragon sympathizers in Everfield. Sabrina and Tobias were waiting for the suns to set in Nochtbend to lead the vampires into the fray.

      “Colin! To yer left!” Xavier cried.

      He blocked a strike with his sword, then collided with a dragon half his age and snapped his neck in two breaths. The boy’s body dropped like a stone. Fuck. Did that soldier even try?

      “They’re through,” Gabriel called as witches swarmed over them like dark locusts. “I’m going after Raven.”

      Once Gabriel waved Nathaniel forward, together they soared to the veranda and into the palace. Through a spray of blood and clashing metal, Colin noted that one guardsman paused to take notice and then pulled a Paragonian grenade from his belt.

      Ransom. Colin dove forward as the grenade left his hand. He had to stop it from reaching Gabriel. He was too far away, but if he threw his weapon…

      Magic rattled down his body. He’d stopped the grenade from reaching Gabriel and Nathaniel, but it had detonated when his sword had collided with it. Colin landed on his back on the ground, his muscles twitching.

      Ransom swaggered to his side, a shit-eating grin on his face. He flicked Colin’s fallen sword away with the toe of his boot. “You won’t be needing that.”

      Colin couldn’t see where he’d kicked the weapon, couldn’t turn his head, but considering Ransom’s dragon strength, it was likely clear across the field of battle. That’s what he’d have done if things were reversed. How he wished things were reversed.

      Paragonian grenades scrambled the nervous system. Colin’s breath halted in his throat, and his eyelids froze open. He was completely at the younger dragon’s mercy.

      Sneering down at him, Ransom delivered a kick to his side. Bones crunched. Pain rocketed through him. “Fucking brat. Why couldn’t you just fall in line?”

      So, this is how it ends, Colin thought, surprised his mind was clear despite his body disobeying his every command. Ransom lifted his sword, his aim focused on Colin’s neck. There would be no mercy from the captain of the guard.

      The strangest part was that Colin was ready. Maybe it was even a blessing, considering he was a dragon rejected by his mate. His only regret was that he would not be the one to save Leena. He’d have to leave her protection to Gabriel. It would be all right if his blood spilled out on this field. An honorable death.

      Metal flashed behind Ransom, and if Colin could have smiled, he would have. The massive club of a faceless metal machine, an animus from Rogos, connected with Ransom’s gut. Colin heard an “oomph” escape Ransom’s lungs, and then the captain and his sword went flying.

      Unable to move, Colin watched as the metal giant stepped right over him. The whir and clank of working gears filling his ears for one tense moment, and then the machine was gone

      Gaaaasp. Air filled his lungs in a rush. The effects of the grenade were finally wearing off. He rolled over, got to his feet, and assessed his surroundings. The good news was the animus had cleared the general vicinity of any would-be attackers. The bad news was, as he’d expected, his sword was gone, and Ransom had recovered from the blow and was flying into the veranda, no doubt going after Gabriel and Nathaniel.

      Colin’s wings snapped out, and he took to the sky, putting every ounce of his significant weight behind his forward momentum. He became a freight train, or as powerful as one anyway, and slammed Ransom from behind. Their bodies tumbled over the shattered mosaic on the veranda and crashed through the doors to the great mountain hall, sending wood and stone flying.

      “You and the others will never succeed,” Ransom said.

      Colin was relieved to see the other male had lost his sword when the animus hit him, but dragons didn’t need weapons to be deadly.

      Ransom’s wings snapped out, their terrible hooked claws high above his shoulders, ready to draw blood. “You have no idea how powerful she is.”

      “And you overestimate her,” Colin snapped. “Look at the palace grounds! Half of Paragon is attacking the other half. Rogos and Darnuith are closing in. If the elves and witches don’t secure this palace before nightfall, Nochtbend will be at your door. We are winning this war.”

      Dark thoughts transformed Ransom’s normally handsome features into something truly ugly. “Eleanor will turn you all to dust.”

      “I don’t want to have to kill you, Ransom,” Colin said, sinking into a fighting stance. “She’s used you. She’s got her hooks in you still. But if you surrender now, I promise you I’ll do my best to give you a chance at a better life. You’ll have a fair trial. You might have a future.”

      He scoffed. “I have no future without Eleanor.” The way he said it held a note of darkness, as if he were some kind of windup toy that only Eleanor could crank.

      “What have you done to yourself?” Colin mumbled.

      Through bared teeth, the younger dragon hissed. “Made myself into something that can kill you.”

      He attacked head on, those talons at the highpoint of his wings locking on to Colin’s. Ransom connected with his right. Colin kneed him in the gut and tore through the other dragon’s chest, drawing blood. He blocked Ransom’s counterattack.

      Ransom was younger and faster, but he’d had less experience in the pits. Which was why Colin was surprised when the dragon landed a stabbing blow in Colin’s side. Colin buckled but managed to stagger back, tearing Ransom’s talons from his flesh and putting space between them.

      “Surprising, isn’t it?” Ransom laughed. “You and your brothers always underestimated me. Do you even remember fighting me in the pits? All of us were forced to lose to you pampered idiots. Not anymore. She’s made me faster. Made me stronger. She’ll make me king.”

      Colin laughed, dodging Ransom’s blows to give the wound in his side time to heal. He didn’t remember Ransom from back then, but those years in the pits had been a blur of bloody noses, blackened eyes, and broken bones. Still, it was clear that Ransom remembered Colin, and maybe that was the key.

      “Sure, I remember you. You were the one with the tiny dick,” Colin said through a sneer.

      “Big enough to fuck your mother.” Ransom hissed and attacked.

      Colin faked a punch, dropped like a rock, and delivered a cross jab, talons sprouting from his knuckles. He sliced under Ransom’s ribs and used the dragon’s momentum to throw him over his head. Ransom somersaulted, his blood spilling on the obsidian.

      Ransom didn’t wait for his wound to heal as Colin had but attacked immediately. Rookie mistake. Colin took advantage of the younger dragon’s instincts to guard the wound, blocking his uppercut and connecting with an elbow under Ransom’s chin. Using his wings to lever his body, Colin brought both fists down on the back of Ransom’s neck like a hammer, eliciting a curse from the younger dragon.

      Ransom skidded on his stomach along the obsidian, his path lubricated with his own blood.

      “Seems like Mummy forgot to give you advanced healing abilities along with the speed and strength. You’re good, Ransom, but dumb. Just like you always were. All those years you cursed having to lose to us, you never stopped to think that we were victims of the same system that held you in your place. And now you’re fighting to keep things exactly how you hated them.” Colin stepped closer, just out of reach, expecting the next blow.

      Ransom’s eyes were wild. He stumbled onto his feet and turned a seething growl on Colin. The wound on his side was almost healed. If he waited a moment longer—

      “I’m going to enjoy ripping your head from your shoulders.” Ransom surged forward, teeth gnashing and talons out. Colin had to hand it to the boy—he was faster and stronger than any dragon Colin had ever faced. But it was true what they said: the bigger they are, the harder they fall. With a thrust of his wings, Colin jumped.

      Ransom had poured all his strength into his forward momentum and sacrificed his agility in the process. He couldn’t adjust in time to stop Colin from leaping over him. By the time he used his wings to change direction, Colin was already there, grabbing him by the throat and slamming his head into the stone with everything he had in him.

      Ransom’s skull cracked on the jagged remains of the mural. Blood flowed over the jeweled depiction of the dragon and dribbled into the hole Sylas had left when he’d pried the golden orb from its place in the picture.

      Blood sprayed across Colin’s cheek.

      “If you kill me, she will punish you. And she’ll bring me back. I’ll watch you die screaming,” Ransom said through his teeth.

      “I’m not surprised you believe that.” Colin’s voice was grit and embers, his dragon close to the surface. “But it’s exactly why you’re too dangerous to let live.”

      He sprouted talons in the hand around Ransom’s throat, dug them into the back of his neck, and pulled, cleaving his skull from his spine with a sickening pop. Ransom’s head rolled from his shoulders, and then his body exploded into dust under Colin’s knee. His gray spinel heart clinked across the floor, skidding to a rest near the stone wall.

      Colin rose and wiped his hands off on his shirt. Ransom’s heart was cracked, black imperfections marring the jewel. How long had Eleanor been poisoning him to cause that kind of damage?

      “You fucking idiot.” He kicked the heart aside.

      He raised his nose to the air. He had to find Leena. There. Her blackcurrant-and-wild-primrose scent came from the direction of the library. He changed course just in time to hear her scream.
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      Raven gritted her teeth and held Charlie out to Crimson, knowing she had no choice. If she didn’t hand her over, not only would Crimson kill Leena, but she’d take Charlie anyway. Raven owed Crimson. A contract was a contract. And a magical contract could not be broken except by death.

      A dark wind like an icy hurricane flowed through the room, knocking Charlie back into Raven’s arms. Crimson was gone. Raven whirled to find Gabriel on top of the blond witch, his hands wrapped around her throat.

      “Thank the goddess!”

      The knife Crimson had held to Leena’s throat now protruded from Gabriel’s chest, but Raven wasn’t worried. Nothing less than decapitation could truly kill a dragon. He’d heal from that wound within minutes.

      “Gabriel,” Raven pleaded.

      He met her gaze. He knew what he had to do.

      “Raven, I need your help. Leena’s hurt,” Nathaniel said.

      When had he arrived? But then, he was the one who’d have had to unlock the ward around this room. Gabriel could not.

      It took Raven a second for what Nathaniel was saying to sink in. Leena staggered backward and collapsed. Blood poured from the wound at her neck. Crimson must have sliced her throat when Gabriel pulled her away. Raven clutched Charlie to her body and rushed to Leena’s side, muttering the spell she’d used earlier on her daughter. She pressed her glowing hand to Leena’s wound.

      The blood slowed, but Leena was frightfully pale. Unlike Charlie, Leena wasn’t half dragon. She was mortal. Fragile. She’d take longer to heal. Raven kept her glowing hand on the elf’s wounds but glanced back toward Gabriel.

      Crimson smiled wickedly up at him while his hands tightened around her neck. “I knew this was your fantasy,” she said. “You always did want me under you.”

      Raven’s stomach turned at the thought. The mambo had always wanted Gabriel. She’d never been able to take no for an answer. It’s what had started all this.

      Gabriel smiled at Crimson in a way that chilled Raven to the bone. It was like the man had melted away and there was nothing left but dragon. Fire burned in his eyes—dark, murderous, and merciless.

      “Eat your heart out,” Gabriel growled. He released her neck and stabbed his talons through her rib cage. Crimson’s mouth opened in a silent scream. Gabriel’s hand twisted, and Raven could picture his talons shredding whatever dark material throbbed where a human’s heart should be. She wasn’t sure Crimson actually had one.

      The light faded from Crimson’s eyes, and Raven knew that she was, at last, dead. She hugged Charlie tighter and hissed out a breath. She turned back to Leena. The bleeding had stopped, but the scribe was unconscious, barely breathing.

      “I can try to revive her, but my tobacco isn’t designed for elf anatomy,” Nathaniel said.

      “What happened to her?” Colin stumbled into the room, covered in blood, and darted to Leena’s side.

      “What happened to you?” Raven asked.

      Colin cradled Leena in his arms. “Ransom is dead. What’s wrong with her?”

      “She’s lost a lot of blood.” Raven turned worried eyes back to the elf. “I healed her wound, but she’s going to be weak until she replaces what she lost.”

      The growl that emanated from Colin’s throat had Gabriel across the room and between them in the blink of an eye. He held his hand out toward Raven, and she took a step back from where Colin held Leena. Raven had no idea what was going on, but it was clear Gabriel suddenly saw Colin as a threat.

      “When?” Gabriel asked his brother.

      Colin cradled the scribe to his chest, looking like his heart was being ripped out through his fingernails. “Last night.”

      “When, what?” Raven asked.

      Gabriel didn’t have a chance to answer. Something crashed across the room—the collapsed shelves—and Eleanor stood in the center of the symbol painted on the floor of her ritual room, Marius’s heart in her hand.

      “You and I are more alike than you’d care to admit, Gabriel,” the empress said, eyeing Crimson’s body.

      When had she revived? When had she picked up the diamond? She smeared blood from her talons onto the gem. Raven stopped breathing. That was Charlie’s blood!

      “Kaló,” Raven yelled.

      Marius’s heart shot out of Eleanor’s hand and landed in her own.

      “Too late,” Eleanor said. “It is done.”

      Wind swirled. Glass shattered, toppled from the few remaining shelves in the gusts. A thin column of blinding light shot up through the center of the symbol, a giant glowing spear. The empress grabbed it in both hands, tendrils of her dark hair twisting in the building magic.

      “No!” Raven screamed.

      Eleanor grasped and lifted the light, then thrust it through the floor toward the heart of the mountain with such force it made her grunt.

      Sparks flew up from around the circle, fireworks that stank of brimstone. And then something else was there. Someone ancient and blond in a toga that seemed to give off its own light.

      “Hera!” Eleanor dropped to her knees.

      All was lost. If the queen of the gods was standing in Paragon, the goddess of the mountain was truly dead, and Zeus’s promised protection gone with her. Raven’s heart squinched into a tight ball of dread. How could she fix this? Was this even fixable?

      Hera snatched the golden grimoire from the place Eleanor had left it on her workbench, her lips twisting into a wicked, vengeful smile. “It is done,” she boomed. “Rise, Eleanor, goddess of the mountain.”

      Raven stumbled back into Gabriel’s arms as Hera disappeared with the book and Eleanor transformed, growing in size from just under six feet to seven to eight to twelve. Raven cursed. She steadied her breath. Eleanor was goddess of the mountain? They were all doomed.

      Marius’s heart winked in her hand, it’s internal light flickering as power surged through the room. The diamond was still smudged with Charlie’s blood. Raven’s brows lifted. Eleanor may be a goddess, but she’d just proved a goddess could be killed.

      “Bow before your new goddess of the mountain,” Eleanor boomed. A lightning bolt formed in her hand, her sneer betraying her intention to destroy them all.

      “Fuck the hell off, bitch!” Raven circled her hand over her head, and everything turned to black smoke.

      Her next breath, she landed on her knees in front of a giant mural of Aitna, the true goddess of the mountain. Gabriel landed on his back beside her. Colin tumbled onto the cave floor with Leena still unconscious in his arms.

      Nathaniel landed on his feet and smoothed the front of his tunic. “That was unpleasant.”

      “Why have you brought us to the cradle?” Gabriel asked.

      “Because this is where we undo the spell Eleanor just did. This is where we resurrect Aitna.”

      “But the grimoire is gone. Hera took it.”

      Tapping her temple, she met his gaze, allowing the ancient Greek characters to glow through her skin. “I absorbed it, all the spells, before Eleanor took us from the crypt. I have a copy of the golden grimoire… inside me.”
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      Eleanor hissed when Raven and the others disappeared just as her lightning bolt electrocuted the room. She stepped out of the symbol on bare feet, her dress torn from her increased size, and frowned at the remains of Crimson Vanderholt. She’d make them pay. Before the twin suns set on Paragon, she’d send Raven to Hades after the other woman.

      The mountain shook, chunks of stone raining down from above her. Wherever Raven had gone to hide, she’d have to wait. Right now, Eleanor had to finish what her armies had started. In a rage, she raced to the veranda overlooking Paragon.

      She drew up short when she saw the blood that stained the mural. A thick layer of ash swirled in the wind around her ankles and across the shiny obsidian. Ransom’s scent was undeniable. There, in the shadows, his heart winked at her in the dying twilight. She growled and gnashed her teeth as she swept it from the floor, but there was no light inside this heart. She had not prepared Ransom for death like she had Marius, Brynhoff, and Killian. His soul was gone, moved on to wherever dragons went after they died. Even as the goddess, that place was unknown to her.

      Fury seized her, and she crushed his gray heart in her hand and tossed the shards aside. The hate flowed through her like never before. Now it was a goddess’s rage. A mountain’s rage.

      They would pay. They would all pay.

      Stepping to the edge of the veranda, she looked out upon the battle. The skies of Paragon were darkened with witches. Her dragon army fought them valiantly, but they were outnumbered. She watched an orange dragon rain fire down upon a witch, who blocked the attack with a shielding spell. Below her, dragons burned and writhed, elven arrows, slick with Aitna’s tears, sizzling in their flesh.

      And then there were her children. She spotted Sylas first. His garnet scales flashed as he tore through her aerial legion with practiced intensity. Rowan, no princess in battle, fought mercilessly by his side. On the ground, Eleanor spotted Alexander wielding a sword as if he were born with it in his hands, Tobias backing him up.

      The suns inched below the horizon, and she could hear them coming. The vampires of Nochtbend surged across the river. Her guard would never survive. Already the enemy was too close to her door.

      A growl rumbled deep within her, her inner dragon feeding on her new magic. But how to wield it? Lightning wasn’t enough. A single spell wasn’t enough. She needed a way to end this now, to save her dragons and only her dragons.

      And then she realized she was now the goddess of the mountain. She was the mountain. Her lips twitched into a dark and deadly smile. There was one thing that dragons were impervious to that all other creatures of Ouros feared.

      Fire.

      She raised her hands, tapping into the pure power at the heart of this mountain. The earth quaked. A mighty rumble echoed across the palace grounds.

      Witches stopped in the sky, staring openmouthed from their brooms. The elf captains took one look in her direction and screamed, “Retreat!”

      “Burn, baby, burn!” Her voice boomed as only a goddess’s could.

      The rumbling grew more intense, and then the volcano erupted. Molten rock spewed into the sky, raining hellfire from the palace all the way to Hobble Glen. Lava flowed like blood.

      A chorus of screams filled the night.

      She laughed as witches fell burning from their brooms. Elves and their animuses were swallowed in liquid magma. Arms spread wide, she grinned at the blood, the gore, the glory.

      “On your knees! Worship your new Goddess of the Mountain!”
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      Leena opened her eyes to the world crumbling around her. Colin was there, holding her, and he looked worried.

      “I have it!” Nathaniel yelled.

      She couldn’t see what he had or what he was doing, but his and Raven’s anxious murmurs filled the air. She was in a cave, some strange stone chamber that was so hot she thought her skin would peel from her flesh.

      “What’s going on?” she asked Colin. Her head throbbed. So hot.

      “Leena, I want to give you my bond. I know you won’t mate with me, but if you take my tooth—”

      “Why? What’s happening?” She tried to sit up, but she was too weak.

      “We’re in the palace, in a place we call the cradle,” Colin said. “This is where the queen normally incubates her eggs. Raven says she knows a spell to resurrect the goddess of the mountain so that she can fight Eleanor, but the volcano is erupting. Nathaniel and Raven have used magic to protect us, but neither knows how long it will last. It’s not safe for you here, and I can’t get you out. All I can do is give you my tooth. I can give you immortality.”

      “Your bond.” She had to yell over the rumble of the mountain.

      “Nothing will change.” His eyes searched hers. “I don’t expect you to honor the mating bond.”

      “You don’t expect me to honor it, but it will exist,” she said, picking up on the nuance in his choice of words.

      He held her gaze. “It already does for me, Leena. It’s not something I can control. I think my dragon claimed you after that first kiss. But that doesn’t mean you have to reciprocate. You have your life, your obligations. I understand.”

      Leena closed her eyes, tried to find that centering force inside herself she used when she gazed into the tears of the goddess. She wanted a vision, a sign, something to tell her what to do. So she prayed… until something occurred to her. “The goddess is dead?”

      Colin blinked. “Yes. But Raven is going to resurrect her.”

      The goddess was dead. She’d almost prayed to a being that was no more.

      Leena took a moment to wrap her mind around that truth. Her entire life as a scribe had been lived in worship of a celestial being who was …gone. Immortals, it seemed, didn’t always live forever. What did that mean for her? Her vow? Was she bound to a being who no longer existed? If Raven succeeded in bringing the goddess back, would she be bound again?

      She swallowed hard before speaking. “Upstairs, when Crimson had her knife to my throat and I thought I would die, I closed my eyes. I knew I should pray to the goddess to care for my soul. But there was only one face I could see, Colin. And it wasn’t hers. When my life flashed before my eyes, all the scenes were of you. When I thought about what I’d regret—” Tears trailed down her cheeks.

      “You regret our night together?”

      She shook her head. “I regretted that there was only one night. All the scrolls I’ve written, all the years I spent recording what happened to other people, I wouldn’t miss any of that. I didn’t even think of it. I thought of you.”

      Colin’s tentative smile twitched at the corners. The mountain rumbled again. Behind him, Raven was circling her wand. One by one, Colin’s brothers and sisters appeared in the cave along with Avery and Clarissa. The witch was calling for Colin to join them. They needed him, which meant Leena had to make a decision. It was so hot. Her brain boiled in her skull, and her body ached.

      “I won’t hold you,” Colin said again. “I just want to protect you.”

      “Give me your tooth.” Leena met his gaze and raised her hand to his cheek. “And give me your bond.”

      His eyes widened until she could see the whites. “The vow I made died with the goddess. I want you, Colin. I want a life with you for as long as I have left.” She didn’t add that at the moment, that life was looking quite short.

      He reached into his mouth and turned his head away from her. When he turned back, there was blood on his lip and a sharp, jagged tooth pinched between his fingers. He held it in his palm. His ring glowed red, his dragon magic transforming the tooth into a slender white pill. He offered it to her.

      She picked it up, pausing for only a moment to appreciate it in the red glow of the cave, and then she swallowed it down. It seemed to wriggle in her throat, and when it hit her stomach, it radiated its magic through her core, her limbs. Immediately the heat became bearable, and the exhaustion she’d felt a moment before bled from her.

      What was left in its place was an intense need for him, one she’d have to wait to act on.

      “Colin, we need you,” Gabriel called.

      He pressed a soft kiss to her lips and helped her to her feet before joining his siblings. She watched him go, thinking that happily ever after couldn’t start until they survived to see tomorrow.
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      Raven gestured toward the cradle. “Each of you stand in the crater where your egg would have been,”

      Xavier tossed up his hands. “Are ye mad, woman? How in the name of Hades are we to know where our egg once was?”

      But Rowan spread her wings in excitement. “I do! I know this! The queen always lays her eggs counterclockwise.” She pointed to the first indentation to her left. “Starting there. See how it’s more worn than the others? That’s from centuries of use. This one looks relatively new, right?” She gestured to the end of the ring. “Mother probably had to make these last two. Nine eggs were unheard of.”

      The mountain rumbled around them, and Avery wavered on her feet. “Raven, the heat.”

      Raven looked at her sister. She was a sweaty mess, her shirt darkened down the front and at her pits. Her hair stuck to her head. Avery was the only one of them who couldn’t take her mate’s tooth—her magic neutralized it, which meant, for all intents and purposes, she was human.

      “Fuck, hold on.” With a wave of her wand and a whispered incantation, Raven made it snow. White flakes drifted over them as if they were sealed inside a snow globe.

      “Thanks.”

      Her lips pressed flat. “I don’t know how long it will last once we start the resurrection spell.” She placed the bloody diamond she’d been holding in the first cradle.

      Tobias’s eyes locked on to it. “What is that, Raven?” His voice was low, solemn. He knew. On some level, she thought they all did.

      “Marius. Eleanor spelled the heart to keep his soul trapped inside. As sick as it was, it’s a good thing for us that she did. We need him for this spell.”

      Clarissa tightened her blond ponytail. “What now?”

      Raven reached for her sisters’ hands. “This is where we come in. Dragons were born in the mountain. Aitna made the first one from the fabric of the universe, and centuries later, Circe gave them the ability to transform. Eleanor has stolen Aitna’s power. Aitna’s dead, but she’s not gone.”

      “So, what do we do?” Avery asked.

      “We need to resuscitate her. The grimoire said this room is as close as we can come to Aitna’s heart. We’re going to draw power from the nine heirs and send it into Aitna. We’re going to shock her back to life.”

      Tobias laughed. “Are you saying we’re going to defibrillate the goddess?”

      “More or less,” Raven said.

      The mountain rumbled again, and Sylas growled as chunks of stone bounced off the dome of Raven’s magic, which was protecting them all. “Quickly, or things are going to get a lot more complicated.”

      Raven gave the dragon a sideways glance but ignored his comment. It was too much pressure. She couldn’t think about what came next after the spell. Would they be able to escape? She shook it off.

      Colin said what she was thinking. “Shut the fuck up, brother. She’s doing her best.”

      Still, all the dragons got into position, standing in the divot that signified their birth order. Raven took a deep breath and blew it out slowly.

      “Clarissa, this is what you need to sing.” Raven copied the music from the grimoire—from her memory—into the dirt over the stone floor.

      “Got it!” Clarissa positioned herself so she could see the music and studied the notes.

      “Avery, I’m going to draw on your latent magic. Just hold our hands and don’t fight the spell.”

      “Do nothing. My specialty.” Avery saluted.

      “What about Charlie?” Leena asked.

      Raven had been so wrapped up in all the details of the spell she’d forgotten about her daughter, asleep in Gabriel’s arms. She carefully pulled her out of her mate’s grip and handed her to Leena. “Please hold the baby.” She glanced at Marius’s heart, still smeared with Charlie’s blood. “We already have what we need from her.”

      Leena gave Raven a reassuring nod and cuddled the child to her shoulder.

      Raven shot one last look toward Gabriel and his siblings standing in a ring in front of the giant mural of the goddess and the altar where Raven had once sacrificed her most beloved possession at the time, her emerald wedding ring. It was still there, she noted, as were the stilettos Rowan had left behind.

      She took her sisters’ hands. Immediately a charge rose in the room, crackling and snapping between them. She started muttering the incantation she’d read in the grimoire. Ancient Greek. The only reason she could read, understand, or pronounce it was her magic, this strange ability she had to absorb spells from the page and to understand magic immediately through touch. She repeated the words again and again. And then she nodded to Clarissa.

      Her sister sang the notes drawn in the dirt. The music started off low, challenging her range, but then increased in pace and octave as it progressed.

      “It’s working,” Leena said.

      Raven hazarded a glance toward her mate and saw what Leena saw. The dragon siblings were glowing. Light shafted from floor to ceiling, illuminating the cavern like it was high noon in the desert. The pull of magic threatened to tear her in two. Her sisters must have felt it too, because Avery winced, and Clarissa took more frequent breaths as she continued her song.

      They both squeezed her hands as another wave of magic blew out from them. Leena shielded Charlie’s eyes and turned her head away from the increasing glow. Raven tried to check on Gabriel, tried to make sure he was weathering the spell, but the light was too bright. She had to look away.

      And then it all became too much. Avery squeezed her hand. “Raven, I can’t… I caaaan’t!”

      A loud crack accompanied an explosive force that blew them apart. Avery’s and Clarissa’s fingers slipped from hers. Her back slammed into hard stone, knocking her breath from her lungs. Something inside her crunched, and a sharp pain cut through her torso.

      The torches around the cavern extinguished.

      For a moment, she lay absolutely still, afraid to move, afraid to make the pain worse. Then the familiar tingle of Gabriel’s tooth kicked in. Its healing properties branched within her, carving out a path in her veins, invigorating her.

      She grunted as she pushed herself up to sitting and blinked her eyes open. The cave had gone dark and eerily quiet. She couldn’t see anything but the mural. Aitna’s image glowed red, the light the painting was putting off illuminating the altar in front of her. A crack now ran down the middle, the two halves of the stone fallen to each side.

      And the mural was changing, the wall behind it falling away. No, Raven realized, the image was moving forward, becoming three-dimensional, smoothing. She muffled a curse as her hand rose to her lips. Aitna stood before her, dressed in liquid fire, her dark hair flowing in a wind that wasn’t there.

      She looked straight at Raven with black, glittering eyes and said something in a language she didn’t understand. Raven shook her head.

      There was a pause, and then the goddess said in perfect English, “Who is responsible?”

      It was clear to Raven by her tone she meant responsible for her death, not her resurrection. Raven lifted one hand and pointed up what used to be the stairs. She answered with one word and one word only. “Eleanor.”

      Aitna’s black eyes roved upward. She bent her knees and leaped straight into the rock. And then she was gone and so was the light.

      Raven blinked away the spots swimming in her vision from the quick change in illumination. A groan came from her right. She pulled her wand from her sleeve and ignited the tip, casting light across the cavern. She pointed it at the nearest torch. “Fotiá.” Flames ignited within.

      “Fuck me,” Clarissa said, rubbing the back of her head. “That hurt like hell.”

      She reached over to shake Avery by the shoulder. She roused and groaned.

      “Leena? Charlie?”

      Leena stepped out from under the remains of the stairs. “We’re fine. I sheltered in the crevice there when I felt the pressure build.” She handed Charlie to Raven. The babe was awake now, and Leena gave her a kiss on her platinum curls before letting go.

      “Gabriel?” Raven approached the cradle with Charlie in her arms. The area had become a giant mass of oddly piled dragons. They were all stacked on top of one another, bent over the grooves and mounds of the cave floor in various states of consciousness. Raven shifted Charlie to her hip to help Colin up, followed by Sylas. Nathaniel shoved Xavier off him after getting an unintentional look up his kilt, then stood and smoothed a hand through his hair. Leena helped Alexander, who removed his leather jacket and beat it with his hand before putting it on again.

      Rowan grunted and dusted off her dress. There was a tear at the hem. “Damn it! This was couture!”

      Tobias and Gabriel helped each other up, and Gabriel was at her side in a heartbeat. Raven kissed and embraced him.

      “We did it,” Gabriel said.

      She nodded, but her eyes were drawn back to the cradle, where one more body lay. A body where no body should be. With ghost-white hair, his naked, pale skin carved with symbols, the man wore a ring with a central diamond.

      “Gabriel?” Raven’s throat tightened.

      Gabriel followed her line of sight, as did the other siblings. The cavern went eerily quiet.

      “Who is that?” Alexander asked, and Gabriel gave him a wild look. “It can’t be. He had black hair, and where did the tattoos come from?”

      Clarissa gasped. “We did a resurrection spell.”

      They all crept forward, surrounding the dragon whose white wings were splayed awkwardly across the stone. Raven thought he matched his ring, a diamond brought to life, a ghost, a wraith, an animated corpse.

      The dragon opened his eyes, and there was a collective inhale at his silver irises. Gabriel softened beside her, collecting himself.

      “Marius,” he said. “Welcome back, brother.”
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      Colin moved to Leena’s side, his body seeking hers out even as his eyes were locked on to Marius. She slid her hand into his and squeezed.

      “Breathe, Colin.”

      “I watched him die,” he whispered.

      She stroked her fingers along the side of his arm, a simple touch to let him know she was there. “I know.”

      Gabriel sat Marius up and shook him by the shoulders. “Marius? Brother?”

      The dragon’s strange silver eyes roved to Gabriel’s, but he said nothing. He seemed aware to Colin but unable to respond.

      “He’s catatonic,” Tobias said. “I’ve got to believe being dead for three hundred years or so and then being yanked back among the living will do that to you.”

      Thunder came from above, and stone rained down around them. Raven’s shielding spell shimmered as it buckled at the edges. Colin’s wings shot out protectively over Leena.

      “I can’t hold it,” Raven said. “We’ve got to get out of here—now.”

      Sylas pointed to a tunnel behind him. “That one leads to the garden… if it’s not flooded with lava.”

      Raven shook her head. “Too late. The volcano is erupting. I’ve been holding it back. That passage is toast.”

      “Why isn’t it working? I thought the spell was supposed to wake Aitna and that she’d take care of the rest?” Avery asked. She was bleeding from the side of her head and hung on to Xavier as if he were the only thing holding her up.

      Raven stroked Charlie’s hair back from her eyes. “The spell did work. I saw Aitna rise. They must be fighting it out up there.” She pointed to the palace and the source of the loudest rumble.

      Clarissa dug in Nathaniel’s pocket and handed him his pipe. “This would be a great time for some teleporting, Nate.”

      Nathaniel lit the tobacco and took a few puffs. “I’m afraid that isn’t an option. Not with our large number. May I suggest we use our wings and the door above the stairs?” He pointed toward the remains of the flight that led to the main level.

      “Great. It would figure the only way out is up, where we face Mommy dearest,” Alexander said through his teeth.

      Xavier lifted Avery into his arms. Her injuries weren’t healing as quickly as her sister’s, and Colin remembered her magic made it impossible for her to swallow a dragon’s tooth. They needed to get her out of here. She probably needed a healer.

      Gabriel hauled Marius to his feet. The eldest dragon looked wrong, hollow somehow, like the shell of a fruit that had been eaten from the inside out. But Colin followed Gabriel’s lead and swept Leena into his arms. Together, they ascended and burst into the palace proper.

      “The veranda!” Sylas yelled over the rumble of shaking earth and cracking stone. “We’ve got to get off this mountain before it comes down around us.” But when they reached the aerial entrance to the palace, they pulled up short and took cover behind whatever debris they could find. Colin tucked Leena more tightly into his side.

      What once was the palace veranda was now a war zone. The entire first floor had been destroyed, leaving nothing but partial walls, heaps of debris, and cracked stone to indicate where rooms once stood. Even part of the ceiling was missing. A portion of the mountain had crumbled and was melting into lava that flowed over what used to be the palace gardens. The only recognizable thing still standing was Eleanor’s red velvet throne, its ornate but blocky frame cracked and missing part of one armrest but still there.

      Eleanor now towered over them, at least twelve feet tall and wielding a lightning whip that crackled through the night air toward Aitna. The true goddess repelled the electric magic with a flaming red sword that gave off an acrid sulfur scent. The red glow of flowing lava and the two full moons backlit their battle. Eleanor thrashed. Aitna slapped the magic away with her sword and thrust forward, slicing into Eleanor’s cheek. The wound healed almost instantly.

      “We have to find a way to help Aitna,” Raven said. “There has to be a way to give her the advantage.”

      Colin whirled. “I don’t understand. How are there two goddesses? Shouldn’t Eleanor lose her power now that Aitna is back?”

      “There are no rules for this. Hera ascended Eleanor. We revived Aitna with energy we siphoned from all of you. The two goddesses are equally matched. They’ll fight until all of Ouros burns if we don’t do something.” Raven studied her daughter and then Gabriel. “I think I know what has to happen. Gabriel, I need your help.” She turned to Avery, but seeing her pale and injured in Xavier’s arms, she turned next to Leena. “Can you take Charlie? It’s too dangerous.”

      “Of course.” Leena bravely jaunted out from Colin’s wing and lifted Charlie from her mother’s arms.

      Colin watched his mate take the child tenderly and swelled with pride at her bravery. Raven led Gabriel deeper into the palace.

      Leena cast him a worried glance. The only thing that separated them from the warring goddesses was the tattered remains of a wall. “Where do you think she’s going that is more dangerous than this?”

      Colin shook his head. “I have no idea.”
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      It didn’t take long for Raven to return and pull Colin into her plan. Leena remained huddled behind the piece of wall with Charlie in her lap. She was surprised to find she still had her satchel with her, the scrolls safely inside. She had done what she said she would do. She’d guarded the scrolls with her life, and although she planned to leave the order and fully become Colin’s mate if she survived this ordeal, as of today, she remained a scribe.

      “It’s okay, Charlie. We’re going to hide right here, and you are going to help me write down everything that happens so that future generations remember.” She dug her spare quill and a blank scroll from her bag, thankful they were both enchanted, the quill to never run out of ink and the parchment to never run out of room. Who knew how long this would go on? With Charlie’s back against her chest and one arm holding her gently in place, Leena positioned her satchel under the parchment on her legs and began to write.
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        Obsidian Palace

        Paragon

        Year of the Goddess: ͵βιθ, Capricorn 6th

      

      

      I, Leena of Niven, scribe of the Order of the Sacred Pools, record the unprecedented war between goddesses as it unfolds at the entrance of the Obsidian Palace. Eleanor, empress of Paragon, having used the blood of the child of Raven and Gabriel, drained the power from the true goddess, Aitna, to the point her celestial energy ceased to exist. Hera then ascended Eleanor, making her a goddess of equal power and strength. Eleanor used her newfound power to rain hellfire down on Paragon, turning the tide of the war in favor of the dragons, who can withstand the volcanic heat.

      Under the leadership of Raven, the three sisters were able to revive Aitna using the combined magical energy of the Treasure of Paragon. Each of the heirs and the diamond heart of Marius were placed in a circle at the heart of the mountain. The three sisters used their extraordinary power to funnel their energy into Aitna’s remains.

      Although the spell worked, Aitna is not strong enough to regain control. Now the two goddesses fight for the mountain. The battle appears to be a stalemate, and the heirs, along with the three sisters, have a plan to tip the scales in Aitna’s favor.

      The witch, Raven, has taken charge, giving each of the heirs a part to play in the attack she has orchestrated. Her efforts can’t come soon enough. Eleanor has succeeded in lassoing Aitna in her magic, and the true goddess has fallen to her knees, her fire extinguished wherever Eleanor’s electric whip touches it.

      The plan starts with Rowan. She distracts the empress with a story from her youth, how she lost her virginity to a stable boy at sixteen. It doesn’t succeed in breaking Eleanor’s attack on Aitna, but it keeps her from noticing what’s happening behind her.

      Alexander draws a large symbol on the obsidian floor behind his mother. Given his work as an artist, this is suited to his abilities. It’s a triangle of Nathaniel’s design with ancient runes at its three points.

      Raven motions to Colin. Something is happening. The twins are attacking. While Eleanor struggles to contain Aitna, Sylas and Colin dive and stab at her like biting flies. Eleanor’s attention slips for a moment, and Aitna breaks free, her fiery fist landing a scorching punch to Eleanor’s face. The true goddess has one foot under her. She rises off her knee.

      Eleanor’s snapping magic connects with Sylas, and he goes down, but Xavier and Tobias are there to take his place, broadswords swinging. Xavier blocks her magic with an iron blade—his mate’s blade, Fairy Killer. The iron is specially enchanted against some forms of magic.

      Gabriel loops a length of chain around Eleanor’s neck and pulls her backward toward the symbol. Alexander joins in the tug-of-war while Nathaniel uses smoke from his pipe to weaken her. Aitna stands, tries to push Eleanor. But the empress is strong. She holds her ground.

      Rowan calls Eleanor’s name. She has Marius, resurrected during the same spell as Aitna, propped in the empress’s throne, Eleanor’s yellow citrine crown balanced on his head. This psychological jab seems to affect the goddess more than any other. Her dark eyes turn to pits of rage, and she abandons Aitna to redirect all her wrath and magic at Marius. She never has a chance to release the blow. Aitna pushes and the heirs pull, and Eleanor’s feet land in the center of the triangle.

      Clarissa sings a high note, and the outline of the symbol ignites in purple light. Gabriel and Alexander drop the chain. Sylas recovers and joins Colin, Tobias, and Xavier at her side.

      Eleanor raises both hands, but when she unleashes her dark power, it is unable to penetrate the containment of the symbol. The three sisters are chanting, locking Eleanor in and draining her, feeding her energy to Aitna. The true goddess grows stronger as Eleanor shrinks, twelve feet, to ten, to six, until she drops to her knees, looking no stronger than before she ascended.

      Raven breaks from her sisters and reaches for her daughter, Charlie, plucks a feather from her white wings, and takes it to Eleanor. “You murdered Medea and Tavyss to keep their unborn child from being born, not because the baby was a danger to Paragon but because it was a danger to you.” She drops the feather into the triangle.

      Eleanor gags, holds her throat like she can’t breathe, and then she starts to age. The heirs circle around the symbol. Eleanor’s hair goes gray, her eyes rheumy, and she collapses. With a wave of Raven’s hands, the glow around the symbol dissipates. Raven stands over Eleanor, her sisters behind her. Eleanor’s skin puckers to her bones.

      She reaches her hand out toward Nathaniel. “Help me.”

      Of all the heirs, Nathaniel seems the most distraught about watching his mother fade, but he shakes his head once and turns his back on her.

      “You don’t know what you have done, witch,” Eleanor hisses at Raven. “You will never have peace. You will never have unity. Ouros will never accept a dragon mated to a witch!”

      Her eyes sink into her head. Her hair and teeth fall out. And then her body crumbles to dust. A loud clink echoes in the empty space when her citrine heart, damaged and hazy, falls to the stone. Gabriel crushes it underfoot.

      Aitna grows, towers over the mountain, her light illuminating Paragon all the way to Hobble Glen. With a turn of her wrist, she calms the volcano. The lava stops flowing and cools.

      A row of lights shines in the distance. Soldiers from all five kingdoms watch in wonder. She reaches down and plucks the crown from Marius’s head and places it on Gabriel’s. As she does so, the gems in the setting change, morphing from citrine to emerald. Then the goddess forges another in her palm with fiery magic and places it, still smoking, upon Raven’s dark head.

      Marius doesn’t move. Doesn’t protest. He stares unblinking at the lightening sky.

      Gabriel and Raven are left speechless. The goddess becomes normal-sized again and places her hand on Charlie’s head, casts a smile in Raven’s direction, and then she is gone.

      The two suns break over the horizon, shining light on the effects of war. Paragon is carved in rivers of steaming lava, the palace is destroyed, and Eleanor has been reduced to ash. Pieces of her blow away on the wind.

      I, Leena of Niven, have witnessed the end of Empress Eleanor and the beginning of something entirely different. Entirely new. Perhaps the folktales of old were true. The child of a dragon and a witch did bring about Paragon’s destruction, as did the three sisters, but they also saved it. Now a new day dawns on a new kingdom.
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      Raven’s bones ached. The power she’d used to hold Eleanor and drain her immortality was unprecedented. She’d depleted herself down to her essence. If it weren’t for Gabriel’s steadying hand on her back, she wasn’t sure she could remain standing.

      She stood on the edge of the veranda, staring out over a palace in tatters, a garden destroyed, a kingdom in pieces. From the mountain to Hobble Glen was nothing but smoke and stone. There was no ceiling left above them, just a hole in the side of the mountain. The ornately carved wooden doors that used to separate this area from the great hall had been torn free and probably burned in the magma which had now cooled below them.

      The walls were gone, save for a few random pieces that jutted up between fallen stone and smoldering furniture. Raven had a clear view of Marius, who still sat on the throne at the far end of what used to be the great hall, staring at the sky and its rising suns. She was too tired to consider what his resurrection might mean for Paragon.

      Behind him was nothing but rubble. She thought of the golden grimoire. Hera had it now. That was for the best. She hoped the queen of the gods would rest, her vendetta finally appeased.

      Raven glanced over at Gabriel, at the crown on his head, and felt the full weight of the crown on her own. It was clear what the goddess wanted, but that didn’t mean their roles as king and queen would be accepted by the people. After thousands of years of brother and sister ruling side by side, would Paragonians accept mated monarchs?

      What about Charlie? She glanced at her daughter, still in Leena’s arms, and worried she wouldn’t be accepted either. Maybe it was her exhaustion, but despite Eleanor’s death, she felt defeated, felt like she was at the bottom of an uphill battle. She closed her eyes. She couldn’t think of this now. Later, after she rested.

      Gabriel turned to her, a smile stretching across his face. “Do you hear it?”

      “Hear what?”

      “Listen closely.” He took her hand and held it above their heads.

      Raven silenced her breath and listened. Her eyes focused in the direction of Hobble Glen, of the people in the streets and what remained of the gardens. They were cheering.

      “I can’t see that far, Gabriel.”

      “But they can see you. They’re cheering for us, Raven. They’re dancing in the streets.”

      Warmth started in the general vicinity of her heart and spread out across her body. Hope. She reached for Charlie, and Leena delivered her into her arms. The cheers grew louder.

      “Oh, Gabriel…” She was overwhelmed. What did it all mean? Where would they even begin rebuilding this kingdom?

      He kissed the side of Charlie’s head. “I know.”

      “Come, everyone!” Raven gestured to the others. “You have to see. You have to hear this.”

      Colin and Leena hugged each other beside her. Rowan beamed next to them, adjusting her dress and her hair as she smiled at the crowd. Sylas, Alexander, Nathaniel, and Tobias stepped to the edge on the other side of Gabriel; Clarissa joined them, tucking herself into Nathaniel’s side.

      “Where’s Xavier and Avery?” Raven asked.

      “Avery?” Xavier’s growl rumbled behind them. “Whit’s happening to ya?”

      When Raven looked back, Xavier’s face was bloodless, and Avery was draped across his arms, unconscious.

      “She just collapsed!” He squeezed her jaw. “Come on, mo ghaol, open yer eyes!”

      Raven let go of Gabriel and rushed to her sister’s side, where the others had gathered. Xavier pulled her hair back to reveal a bloody gash in the side of her head.

      “When did that happen?” Raven tried to think back but the night was a blur.

      At her side, Tobias swallowed hard and addressed Xavier. “May I examine her? She’s human. I’m a human doctor.”

      Xavier nodded. Tobias helped him lower her to the ground and began assessing her. When he lifted her tunic to press on her abdomen, he made a low grunt. Her left side was purple and swollen down the back of her hip. Tobias’s fingers felt along her bones, evaluating the damage. He dropped his ear to her chest.

      Raven was impressed at Xavier’s restraint. As a mated dragon, his instincts must be tempting him to take off Tobias’s head at the moment.

      “Her heart is failing,” Tobias said softly, his voice cracking. “Her hip is most certainly broken, and she’s likely been bleeding internally.”

      “How? Why?” Raven blurted.

      Clarissa spoke up. “The resurrection spell. We were all thrown against the walls of the cradle. You and I healed but—”

      Raven made a sound like a gag. “She can’t take Xavier’s tooth.”

      “Wh-why didna she say anythin’?” Xavier asked, in obvious torment.

      “She always puts others first. It’s who she is,” Raven muttered. Goddess, Avery. She should have known this could happen to her sweet sister. How could she be so stupid?

      “Maiara and Nick stayed at the palace in Rogos,” Rowan said, “to help heal injured soldiers in the infirmary there. Alexander or I can retrieve her and her healing amulet.”

      Alexander ran his fingers through his wild dark hair. “I can be there and back in less than an hour.”

      Gathering her strength, Raven shook her head. “Don’t bother. I’ve got this.”

      Xavier’s pleading eyes met hers. “You can heal her?”

      “Yes, I can. The same way I healed Leena.” Raven mumbled the incantation. Her palms glowed purple. But as she lowered them toward Avery, a soft breath passed over her sister’s lips. Her hands connected but the magic fizzled.

      Avery didn’t breathe again.
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      Franticly, Raven pressed her glowing hands to Avery’s chest again and again. It was like touching stone. Like her magic had nowhere to go. She jerked her hands back.

      “No…” Ice filled her veins. “Tobias, do something!”

      Tobias placed his hands over Avery’s heart and started CPR.

      “Whit are ye doin’ to her?” This time there was a warning in Xavier’s voice. Even Raven could hear that he’d been pushed to the brink.

      “Trying to save her life.” Tobias tipped back her head but hesitated. “Xavier, you need to blow two breaths into your mate. Human breaths.”

      To his credit, Xavier did as he was asked. Raven pressed her healing magic into Avery again, but as the minutes ticked by, Tobias’s face became more and more grave. Avery’s skin was gray. He stopped chest compressions, placed two fingers on the side of her neck, and then fell back on his heels. He slumped in on himself. “I’m… sorry.”

      Raven trembled in Gabriel’s arms. “Sorry? What do you mean, you’re sorry?”

      Tobias’s gaze locked on to Xavier, who was still trying to breathe for his mate. “There’s nothing you can do. She’s dead.”

      Across their sister’s body, Raven met Clarissa’s gaze and held it. Could she feel what Raven was feeling? Like a vacuum of space had been torn between their souls?

      Clarissa shook her head like she couldn’t accept it. “No… She can’t be dead. Don’t say she’s dead!”

      Raven searched Gabriel’s face for the truth. Her mate would fix this. Somehow, someone had to fix this.

      But Gabriel was weeping, as was Tobias. Raven cried out and clutched at the base of her throat. Her soul was cleaving in two. Clarissa wept inconsolably in Nathaniel’s arms. Alexander moved toward Xavier, no doubt reliving his own loss in Avery’s death, but the dragon had gathered Avery up and was rocking and growling like things were going to get ugly if anyone touched him or her.

      “It’s not your fault, Xavier,” Gabriel mumbled. “She couldn’t take your tooth. Her magic wouldn’t allow it.”

      Xavier bared his teeth and growled so loudly Gabriel turned Raven to put his body between her and his brother.

      Raven collapsed onto her knees and dry heaved toward the obsidian. She’d overused her magic. The grief and exhaustion were unbearable. She couldn’t even process it. Nothing would be right. Nothing would ever be right without Avery. They were the three sisters. Three. Without her, Raven would never feel whole again.

      Long, tapered fingers landed on Raven’s shoulder. Through blurry eyes, she saw it was Leena.

      “The scrolls said that Isis and Circe raised Medea from the dead.”

      Raven blinked at the scribe as if she were speaking a different language.

      “You have their wands,” Leena said. “You have their power. You have the spells from the grimoire.”

      Clarissa stopped shaking and staggered toward her, stopping on the other side of Avery. Her eyes roved wildly from Raven to Leena and back again. “We have to try.”

      Raven tried to stand and failed. Tried again with Gabriel’s help. Her whole body started to shake, and she landed on her knees again. Tears carved down her cheeks. When she looked back up at Clarissa, she couldn’t stop herself from raising her voice.

      “I have nothing left!” A sob ripped from her throat. “I held back the mountain. I raised Marius and the goddess from the dead and used everything that I had left to kill Eleanor. I’ve tried to heal Avery with the last of my power. I’m so hungry my stomach is eating itself and my mouth feels like a desert. I don’t think I can do it, Clarissa.”

      She hugged her knees into her chest and buried her eyes in her hands. Everything in her was glass, and she was shattering, shattering into a million tiny pieces.

      Gabriel’s scent surrounded her, and he hugged her shoulders and whispered encouraging words in her ear, but he didn’t understand. She could not do it. Not this time.

      “Do you know the spell?” Nathaniel’s voice was harsh, demanding.

      Raven nodded. “It’s a variation of the same one we did downstairs, only we direct our magic on Avery rather than throwing our energy into the cradle.”

      “Alexander, the symbol. Draw it here, around where she lies.” Nathaniel barked the order, and Alexander immediately plucked his charcoal from inside his jacket and started to sketch on the uneven floor.

      “Give me your wand.” Nathaniel held out his hand expectantly.

      Raven stared up at him. “I- I should be the one—”

      “Stop!” Nathaniel growled and glared at her with such intensity Gabriel’s wings snapped out defensively. Nathaniel shot him a look of annoyance. “Give me your wand.”

      “Nathaniel, ease the hell up,” Colin chimed in.

      “No, I will not, as you say, ease up.” Nathaniel focused fully on Raven, raising his finger in her direction. “You are a woman who has been blessed with significant power. Will you choose to be like my late mother and insist on isolating yourself, never trusting anyone to truly help you? Will you, like her, put all your energy into amassing more and more magic because you think you are the only one capable of wielding it? Or will you wake the hell up and see that your gifts are just one of many tools available to aid you in a just and fair rule? That you are surrounded with those who love you and who can help, if only you will ask?”

      Raven lowered her head, ashamed. “Please help, Nathaniel,” she sobbed. “Save my sister.”

      “Give. Me. Your. Wand.”

      Raven placed it in his hand and sobbed anew at how pathetic she was.

      But Nathaniel bowed to her as if her actions were deserving of respect. He motioned to Sylas and Tobias. Together, they pried Avery from Xavier’s grip and physically forced him from the symbol. Nathaniel placed Avery’s wand on her sternum, then reached back to clasp Clarissa’s hand. “Ready?”

      Raven’s skin tingled. The three wands had forged a connection, charging the air between them. Nathaniel pointed Raven’s wand at Avery’s. Clarissa did the same with her own wand. The air crackled, growing thick and heady. Clarissa was clearly exhausted, but when Nathaniel nodded, she sang as clear and true as she had in the cradle, her voice charged with mystical energy. Raven’s heart ached at the pure love in every note.

      Nathaniel fed Clarissa energy, gritting his teeth as he poured magic into Avery’s body as well. As fast as his lips would move, he uttered the incantation. How long could he keep this up?

      “Breathe, Avery,” Raven murmured. “Please breathe.” It was taking too long. Maybe the spell wouldn’t work without her. She pounded her fists against the obsidian. “Oh goddess, it needs her blood!”

      Raven staggered to her feet and took Charlie from Leena, then nodded at Gabriel. He sprouted a talon and pricked her heel. One ruby drop fell toward Avery, into the spell.

      The entire symbol glowed with intense yellow light, but Avery didn’t move. Raven looked up when the sound of a fist hitting a jaw met her ears. Tobias’s body slapped the obsidian, and Xavier thrust past Sylas.

      He reached through the symbol and grabbed Avery’s head with both hands. “Breathe, wife! Your husband has spoken!” He kissed her hard then, in a way that Raven thought might leave a bruise if she were alive.

      Avery’s hand flinched. Raven blinked twice and held her breath. Her sister’s fingers moved again. And then that hand wrapped around the hilt of the sword at Xavier’s side. Avery’s sword. Fairy Killer.

      “Get the hell off me, Xavier. Goddess, you weigh a ton!” Avery barked.

      He pulled back, and she dragged the sword from his belt, hugging it to her chest. “And give me my damned sword.”

      Xavier’s smile lit up the room. “That’s my lassie.”

      Absently, Avery scratched her forearm through the sleeve of her tunic. She tried to sit up, but Tobias shot across the veranda to her and motioned for her to stay where she was. He checked her head and her hip. “Healed.”

      Raven pulled Avery into her arms. “Thank the goddess.”

      “I love you too, sister, but you’re choking me. Jesus. Battle’s over. Eleanor is dead. Get a grip.” She got to her feet and fitted her sword into the sheath she wore on her back.

      Raven gaped at her. “Avery, you were dead!”

      Avery glared at her, the corners of her mouth twitching as if she thought Raven might be joking.

      “You were just dead!” Raven pointed both hands at the symbol.

      Avery staggered back, and Xavier steadied her. Mouth gapping, she seemed to notice his tears for the first time.

      Clarissa’s hand clamped over her mouth.

      Clearly confused, Avery scratched the inside of her arm again. “God, it’s burning.” She rolled up her sleeve and stared down at a red-and-black symbol burned into the underside of her arm. It was the size of a quarter, a red spiral adorned with nine black dots. Her skin was seared around its edges as if she’d been branded. “Fuck, what in Hades is that?”

      Raven’s eyes widened, and she looked from Avery to Marius, who hadn’t moved from the throne. His torso was covered in similar markings. Some small and some large. They peeked out of the neck of his tunic.

      “I don’t know what it is,” Raven said.

      Tobias cleared his throat. “We can figure it out another day. Right now, we all need to eat and rest. Especially Avery and Marius.”

      Leena rocked Charlie as the baby started to fuss in her arms. “Well, you can’t go back to Aeaea. Asfolk will welcome all of you. I’m sure of it. And the healers there can help.”

      Raven nodded and took the baby from her as Gabriel swept her into his arms. Sylas went back for Marius. And soon, they were all in flight, traveling over a kingdom both saved and destroyed. Their kingdom.

      With Charlie in her arms, Raven realized the lore was partly true. Her daughter’s blood had held the power to create and to destroy. Eleanor had used it to become what she did. Crimson had thought her heart was powerful enough to make her immortal. Raven had used a single feather to take Eleanor’s immortality.

      “You’re not a monster,” she whispered to her daughter. “But you are powerful. We both are. And we both will learn to use that power to build, not to destroy. We’ll ask for help, and we’ll thank the people around us when we get it. I won’t become like Eleanor, sweetheart, and neither will you.”
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      No sooner had Colin landed at Asfolk with Leena in his arms than he discovered she was right about the high lord welcoming them in. They were met with applause and screams of freedom. All of them were surrounded by servants and whisked away to rooms across the palace.

      He was more than a little disappointed when his new mate was shuffled from his arms to her own room, but then, she was still a scribe, still dressed in the robes of her order, still with scrolls in the satchel at her hip. He allowed her to go without a fight on his part. He could be patient.

      Still, his thoughts lingered on her as hot water magically filled the claw-foot tub in his room and a banquet fit for an entire family of dragons was left on the table in his chambers. When he made to eat, he noticed he was covered in blood, most of it that of the soldiers he’d had to wound or kill to get to Leena. He decided the bath would come first.

      “Is the water too hot, sir?” a small elf asked, dipping his wrinkled finger in.

      Colin realized he was frowning at the tub, still standing fully dressed beside it. “Er, no. It’s perfect. I just would prefer to be alone now if you don’t mind.”

      The little man bounced on his toes. “Oh yes, of course. I’ll be right outside if you need anything.” He bowed low and backed away, the door to the suite clicking shut behind him.

      Colin stripped out of his clothing and melted into the bath. Blood swirled off his skin, turning the water red. All the time he’d spent training in the pits, all his schooling as a warrior, it hadn’t prepared him for the deaths. He’d had to kill his own people. Dragons. He’d had to end immortal lives.

      He sank under the water, running his fingers through his hair. When he broke the surface again, he pushed those dark thoughts aside. What he’d done yesterday had saved their world. Eleanor was gone. There would be true peace in Ouros.

      It was what he’d worked centuries for. Why he’d led the Defenders of the Goddess. And now it was done. He was a dragon without a purpose. But maybe that was okay. For now, for today, he would just be.

      After a scrub down and a long soak, he crawled from the tub and dressed in the clean tunic the elves had left for him. He thought he’d have to call the little man to service the bathroom, but when he turned back around, the tub had drained itself and stood sparkling clean, as if he’d never used it. Elven magic, he realized. Brilliant.

      He ate quickly and then stretched out on the massive bed, drifting off into a cool and rejuvenating darkness, at peace with his role in the war and accepting that that role was well and truly over.
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      Colin was having a very enjoyable dream. It must be a dream, because it felt like Leena was there in his room, tucked into his side with her head resting on his chest. Everything was dark, but he could smell her—blackcurrant and wild primrose.

      His hand met bare skin, and he stroked along her spine until his fingers tangled in her hair. She shifted, and then a soft kiss pressed against his mouth.

      “I hope this is okay,” she whispered.

      He blinked his eyes open. “Lights,” he commanded. “Dim.” The elven magic ignited two of the sconces on the wall, filling the room with a soft, warm glow.

      “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

      “Are you real?” he asked. “Or am I dreaming?”

      She laughed, one eyebrow arching with her smile. “Yes, I’m real. I can’t get any more real than this.” She glanced down at herself, rolling enough that he could make out the curve of one deliciously full breast.

      He licked his lips, his inner dragon waking and taking a good stretch. Beneath the covers, his body was ready for her. He was always ready for her. His mouth went dry.

      “Turns out my Quanling is here, at the palace, along with the rest of the scribes. She was called in to help in the infirmary when a number of archers were burned in the eruption. I told her everything that happened and about my choice to be your mate.”

      “I know that had to be hard for you.”

      “Actually, Marjory made it easy. She said she could see the attraction between us immediately. Something about the carriage ride and being able to cut the sexual tension with a knife. She wasn’t surprised, only disappointed she’d have to find someone else to take her position before she retires.”

      “I always liked Marjory.”

      “So… I returned my quill and scrolls, which means I am currently homeless with no means to support myself.” She smiled as if the idea wasn’t as harrowing as it sounded.

      “That makes two of us. With the war won, I don’t even have a job. The Defenders of the Goddess has no further need to exist, and with Gabriel and Raven ruling, I don’t have an official role in the new kingdom, nor do I expect one.”

      “I guess that leaves us with each other.”

      He inhaled deeply and reached up to cradle her face, just inches from his. “That’s enough for me.”

      “Me too.”

      “Say you’re mine, Leena.” His throat felt raw, and the words came out all grit and cinder.

      “I’m yours, Colin. Always.” Her warm breath caressed his lips, sending tiny shivers along his skin. His dragon was practically panting for her.

      He tried to shift her under him, but she pressed him back against the mattress and straddled him just behind his erect cock. “I’ve already tasted what it’s like to have you over me. I think I’ll try something new.”

      She took his cock in her hand and stroked him hard from balls to tip, twisting her hand over the slick head before plunging her tight grip to the base again.

      “Goddess, Leena, you’re going to make me come before we’ve even begun.” He reached toward her breast, but she leaned back, just out of his reach.

      “Watch. Don’t touch.” She brushed his hand away. “I read about this in a scroll.”

      “Oh?” He grinned. Okay, if she wanted to play it that way, he’d be accommodating. He threaded his fingers behind his head and leaned against the pillow.

      Leena stroked his cock again, but this time, she rose higher on her knees, her free hand feeling along her stomach to the apex of her thighs. A rush of sensation flowed through him when he saw her touch herself there, her finger circling before dipping inside.

      He watched her, his heart pounding, his dragon’s need to claim intense. “Leena.”

      Eyes locked on to his, she lowered her head and sucked him deep into her mouth. Pure ecstasy. He closed his eyes, the sharp edge of desire whipping his dragon into a frenzy. His mating trill rumbled out of his chest, loud enough he was afraid the servants outside the door could hear it.

      “Leena, by the Mountain, let me in you. I need to be inside you. Please.”

      “Your wish is my command, my mate.” She positioned him at her opening and came down hard, taking him at once inside her slick heat. He sat up, his wings flaring. His mating instinct drove him deeper into her, and he wrapped her in his embrace, claiming her mouth with his.

      Her fingers teased along the base of his wings, stroking the webbing. The pleasure was equally exquisite and unbearable. He held her face in his hands.

      “Colin…”

      “Mine!” He thrust hard and deep.

      She made a sound between a moan and a scream and tipped her head back, her mouth open, panting.

      “Mine.”

      “Yours,” she said. “I’m all yours.”

      In his arms, she arched, breathless. He unleashed himself, thrusting into her in a wild frenzy until her body clenched around his cock, her inner muscles milking him. His own release followed hers, filling her, pumping into her.

      It was a long time before he was able to come back into himself from whatever heaven they’d escaped to together. Still coupled, he nuzzled the side of her face. “I love you, Leena. Thank you for choosing me.”

      “I didn’t.”

      Confused, he pulled back to get a better look at her.

      “I didn’t choose you. I chose me.” She took his face in her hands, her eyes filling with tears. “Once I’d experienced having a life of my own, I knew I’d never be content recording the lives of others. And I wanted you. I wanted you so much.”

      “There’s more I want to show you. You have so much more living to do.”

      She slid her nose along his before whispering in his ear. “Then show me.”

      He flipped her onto her back, already growing hard for her again, and landed with his elbows on either side of her head. “First, there is this bed.”

      She grinned up at him. “Haven’t I experienced this already?”

      “Yes, once. But we’ve never tested how many times I can pleasure you in a row in it.”

      “Oh,” she said breathlessly. “It’s a worthy question that needs an answer.”

      He dropped his lips to her neck. “Then let’s find out.”
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      After a day and night of nothing but sleeping, making love, and enjoying the hospitality of the elves from the comfort of their suite of rooms, Raven and Gabriel were invited to dine with the high lord and Queen Penelope to discuss the future of Paragon. Raven’s bones still ached from her confrontation with Eleanor. All she could think about was how much magic and manpower it would take to rebuild the palace and repair the kingdom after Eleanor’s path of destruction. But being king and queen of Paragon meant taking political relationships seriously. So, she left Charlie with Avery and Xavier, dressed in the gown the palace staff provided, and arrived in Niall’s private dining room with a poise she had to dredge up from the deepest part of herself.

      “I hope you know the kingdom of Rogos is supportive of your rule,” High Lord Niall said to Gabriel. “You were chosen by the goddess herself. We want to see you succeed.”

      “I am relieved to hear that,” Gabriel said. “A strong and independent Rogos and Darnuith are important to us and the ongoing peace in Ouros. We consider you a valuable ally.” He smoothed the front of his tunic.

      Niall frowned. “I wonder, though, if Marius’s resurrection poses a problem for both our kingdoms. He is the rightful heir based on Paragonian tradition, and to be frank, he never had a soft spot for Rogos.”

      At his side, Queen Penelope scoffed. “No Paragonian ever had a soft spot for Darnuith. We are quite simply in uncharted territory. Relations between our two kingdoms must start anew.”

      Raven cleared her throat. “Then you must be excited to have one of your own on the Paragonian throne.”

      Queen Penelope gave her a quizzical look. “You may be a witch, but you are not a citizen of Darnuith.”

      “Medea was mated to Tavyss. It is Tavyss who appears at the center of Gabriel’s family crest. That crest was designed by her, a past queen of Darnuith. While it has been centuries since your people and his have been allies, you do celebrate a shared history, and my sisters and I descend from her sister Circe. We are Medea’s only living family, and I have nothing but warmth in my heart for the kingdom of my ancestors.”

      Queen Penelope studied her carefully. The air around Raven thickened. She could feel the queen’s magic licking her, testing her. Tendrils of it swept around her ankles. Rude. She stared at Penelope, allowing a hint of the power she’d taken from the golden grimoire to show in her eyes.

      “Keep your magic to yourself, please, unless you’d like me to probe you in return,” Raven said.

      Queen Penelope blinked, growing flustered, and looked away. The feel of her magic was gone. Raven was too tired and hungry to dwell on the witch’s assessment of her. It had been less than forty-eight hours since she’d brought about Eleanor’s end. She wasn’t ready for another battle and certainly wasn’t inciting one.

      Gabriel leaned back in his chair and wisely changed the subject. “Has Marius spoken since we arrived here?”

      Niall rubbed his chin. “I fear not. Our best healers are working with him, and I am told he has taken food and drink. But so far, he does not speak and spends his hours staring aimlessly.”

      “Then I think we can safely say that as of now he isn’t fit to rule. But should he challenge me for the throne in the future, I promise you, Raven and I will do what is best for Ouros. As you’ve pointed out, the goddess of the mountain herself placed these crowns upon our heads.” He motioned to the matching emerald crowns they were wearing. The green stones put off their own light, imbued with the magic of the mountain. “Leave Marius to me.”

      “As long as we have an understanding,” Niall said. “Whatever happens in the future, we will expect Paragon to remember the generosity of Rogos.”

      Gabriel gave him a deliberate and reassuring nod.

      Raven took another bite of the scrumptious meal they’d been served in the high lord’s private dining room as the table plunged into silence. It was some type of poultry, she decided, going off the chicken-like wing on her plate. Only, unlike a chicken, the creature had four legs instead of two. She decided not to ask what it was. It was too delicious, and she was too hungry to spoil it with some story about it being a flying swamp rat or something even more hideous. Such a stomach-turning disappointment had happened before to her in Ouros.

      Niall sipped his wine without ever taking his eyes off Gabriel. There was more, something he wanted but wasn’t saying. And then with a slight narrowing of his eyes, he added, “As your ally, I’d like to contribute the time of a few of our finest metalworkers to help rebuild the Obsidian Palace.”

      Smiling, Gabriel bowed slightly over his plate. “You honor me with your generosity.”

      Under the table, he squeezed her hand. They both understood that this offer came with strings attached. Anything built by elves would likely be accessible by them, a trap door into their kingdom should Niall ever need it. But Gabriel had done the only thing he could do in accepting the offer. Not only did Paragon need the help, but they were also building something here, something that would have to be repeated with the newly elected Chancellor of Everfield and Master Demidicus of Nochtbend. Every move they made laid the groundwork for the future, one they wanted to be marked by a long and abundant peace.

      “What of the Highborn Council? Most of the representatives who still stood with Eleanor were killed in the uprising, but not all,” Queen Penelope said. “In Darnuith, we have imprisoned any surviving supporters of Eleanor. They will stand trial, and justice will be served. But we cannot control what happens in the other kingdoms.”

      Raven raised her chin. “There is no place for supporters of the past regime in the future governance of Paragon. However, each kingdom should decide on their own what to do with their past representatives. Certainly, many supported Eleanor in name only. Stripping them of the title would seem enough to us. Gabriel and I plan to reestablish the Council of Elders as it existed before Eleanor and Brynhoff’s rise to power.”

      “I thought Eleanor slaughtered the entire council, including her own parents,” Niall said.

      “She did.” Gabriel nodded. “But according to traditional Paragonian law, when a council member dies, they are to be replaced by their eldest child. Many of those children are still alive, and what openings remain on the council, we intend to fill with representatives from the other kingdoms. Rogos will have a place, as will Darnuith.”

      That made Niall’s smile grow broader, and he tapped his glass against Gabriel’s. “Already a true king.”

      Gabriel cleared his throat. “We would love to answer more of your questions, but many things are still to be decided. Raven and I have barely healed from our ordeal and will need time to rebuild the kingdom. Many changes will be made once the council is in place, and of course, there is the matter of our official coronation. The people of Paragon need to be united behind us, or all of our intentions are meaningless.”

      “Of course. You need time.” Niall sipped his wine again. “I’ve been rude pressing you as I have.”

      But Queen Penelope sniffed as if she wasn’t quite done being rude. Her ice-blue eyes shifted to Raven. “What about the book?”

      “What book?” Raven gave her a guileless look, but of course Penelope was speaking of the golden grimoire. Colin had told her the witch had asked about it and used her influence to try to woo him into obtaining it for her. But Raven wanted Penelope to address it directly with her. She had to start the way she wanted to continue. Paragon and Darnuith had a long, unfortunate history of being at odds with each other. It was time to usher in an era of cooperation.

      “The golden grimoire. Colin told me you’d obtained it. I assume that’s what Eleanor was after when she summoned you to her. What became of it?”

      “Eleanor used it to kill the goddess and take her place. The goddess Hera helped her ascend in exchange for the grimoire. Eleanor succeeded. What she hadn’t counted on was that we would succeed in undoing her ascension.”

      “The grimoire was once Medea’s, our queen. It belongs in Darnuith. It is a cultural artifact.” Penelope’s eyes flashed.

      Raven schooled her features. She’d suspected this would be an issue. “Unfortunately, the grimoire was taken by Hera before Eleanor’s ascension. It’s gone for good.”

      “You didn’t use it to awaken Aitna?” Penelope shot her an incredulous look.

      Raven shook her head. It wasn’t a lie. She hadn’t used the book itself, only a spell she’d absorbed from its pages. “I didn’t need it, which was a good thing because I never got it back from Eleanor. My sisters and I performed the spell together to raise the goddess—without the grimoire. I do not believe it remains on Ouros. Hera seemed anxious to leave with it.”

      Queen Penelope gave her a dark look, and Raven wondered if she sensed the book’s power within her. The witch most certainly understood now that Raven was her equal. She smiled sweetly. “I hope I can trust that if the book is ever found, you will deliver it to me at once.”

      Those words dripped with honey. Raven placed a hand on her chest, completely immune to the witch’s influence, and gave Penelope her most authentic smile. “I will always hold a special place in my heart for your kingdom, Penelope. Our rule and my mating with Gabriel is a new beginning for our people. My daughter, after all, is both dragon and witch. I want Charlie to have more witches in her life. I want us to be friends.”

      Penelope reached for her glass, wearier now but seemingly resigned. “I’d like that too.”
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      The infirmary reminded Raven of the hospital where she’d first met Gabriel, white-walled and with an herbal smell that might have been antiseptic in her human world. More sterile than she expected. Elves used magic to heal as much as witches did, but her understanding of their specific type of magic was limited. When Leena had created the key that had freed them from the dungeon, she’d used science and engineering, not magic. Perhaps the healers here fixed bodies the same way, almost like human doctors. Tobias would find it fascinating. She must show him later.

      Marius had a separate room off the main hall, far from the other patients. There were plenty in need of healing. Any of Rogos’s soldiers who had been on palace grounds when the volcano erupted had either died or suffered terrible burns. Every cot was taken, and beds had been moved in to fill the entire ward. With so little room here, Raven wasn’t sure if Marius’s isolation had to do with his former royal status as the heir apparent or with his condition. Even elves, it seemed, were unsettled by the resurrection of the dead.

      She found Marius propped up in bed, staring at a painting of the Mystic Wood. He didn’t turn to look at her when she walked into the room. She studied the painting that held his attention. In it, a snake dangled from one of the tree branches, and Raven couldn’t help but be reminded of the Garden of Eden, although the people here wouldn’t understand that reference. A unicorn pointed its horn at the serpent, its white coat gleaming in a ray of sun.

      “It’s called The Reckoning,” Marius said in a deep voice lined with grit.

      Raven’s head snapped around to find him looking at her, his strange silver eyes clear. “You’re speaking!”

      He pointed to the painting. “It’s an elven myth. As the story goes, when elves first walked Ouros, they were powerless until they encountered a tree worm who bit one of the females and infected her with venom that gave her the abilities elves have today. Only, as the story goes, the power made her evil. She enslaved those who weren’t like her until the unicorn, the worm’s only natural enemy, stabbed her with its horn. Unlike the worm who gave her power, the unicorn gave her empathy, and that is why the elves have always leaned toward peace, fairness, and neutrality. This painting depicts the two beasts facing off against each other from the perspective of the woman.”

      “I’ve never heard that story before.”

      “It was something I learned growing up, when it was assumed I would be king.”

      The room plunged into silence. After a few moments, she realized she’d never introduced herself. “I’m Raven, by the way. I’m Gabriel’s mate.”

      His eyes flicked to the doorway. “And where is my brother?”

      “Taking care of some official business. He knows I’m here. I came to see if I could help you recover.” Raven took a step closer to the bed. “I have a few spells in my arsenal for healing. He thought they might help you, but it seems you don’t need help after all.”

      “You’re the witch who brought me back.” His strange eyes met hers again, and she could not read his expression. Was he happy about it? Confused?

      “Yes. One of the three anyway. My sisters and I. You were a… pleasant surprise when we resurrected the goddess.”

      His eyes closed for a long blink, and she watched his throat bob on a swallow. “We were in the same place.”

      A chill spiderwalked up her spine. “You were in the same place as whom?”

      “The goddess. She was in the same place as me after she died.” He rubbed his forehead as if it hurt. “When you pulled her back, I came too. It felt as if I were tied to her somehow.”

      Raven licked her lips. “It was the spell. The magic required all nine hearts. I linked all of you to the goddess. Since Eleanor had bound your soul to your heart, it brought you back as well.” She didn’t mention the part about Charlie’s blood being a catalyst. He didn’t need to know the details. “Do you know where you were… Before, I mean?”

      “I was… in between.” He toyed with the edge of his blanket. “The goddess is a true immortal. She cannot die, only be forced into the place where I was—that in-between place. Everything there is black-and-white. No color at all unless someone from here accesses it by magic. Your spell was as red as blood.” He held a strand of his hair between his fingers, frowning at the white color. “It used to be dark, you know? Almost black.”

      “Your brother told me.”

      “Now I look like a ghost. Maybe I am. This is not the life I left behind.”

      Raven rubbed her mouth, wondering how much she should say. He seemed lucid, but the trauma of what he’d been through was astronomical. She had so many questions.

      “No. It’s not the life you left behind,” she said softly. “Now that you’re back, there are things we—Gabriel and I—want to discuss with you.”

      He turned his head so he was looking at her straight on. “You want to know if I plan to challenge Gabriel for the throne. Try to force the old law.” He scoffed. “Trap Rowan into ruling by my side.”

      Raven frowned. “You could, I suppose. Try it, I mean. Although the goddess made it clear what she wanted, and so has Rowan. She plans to return to New York with her mate, Nick. Royal life isn’t for her.”

      “She never wished to rule, even as a child.” A great sigh left his lungs. “And I find I have no desire to pick up where I left off.”

      Tension Raven hadn’t even known was there seeped from her shoulders.

      Marius rested his hands across his stomach. “The goddess made it clear to me what she wants, and unlike my mother, I have no desire to go against her wishes. But I would like a life here, a role.” His gaze drifted to the painting again. “I find myself in need of a purpose for being here.”

      “Of course, Marius. Gabriel and I want you to serve as our adviser to the Council of Elders. We’re reestablishing it to replace the Highborn Court.”

      He licked his lips. “I can do that. I will do that, on one condition.”

      Raven braced herself. “What condition is that?”

      He pulled up the sleeve of his pajamas, showing her the red symbols on his body. “Tell me what these mean.”

      Frowning, she stepped closer to the bed to get a better look, and when he indicated it was okay, took his arm in her hands. “The truth is, I don’t know. I can feel the magic in them, but it’s foreign to me. Do they… bother you?”

      His throat bobbed. “I have dreams.” He frowned, his face suddenly becoming drawn. “All in black and white and red. Horrible dreams. I’m back there in the in-between. When I wake, the symbols itch.” He pulled the sleeve down. “This body does not feel like my own.”

      Raven grimaced. She joined her hand with his and gripped it firmly. “I’m not sure what the dreams mean or the symbols, but I will help you. We will figure it out, I promise you.”

      He met her gaze and squeezed her hand. “Then I am yours, my queen. Tell my brother congratulations on his rise to power and that I hope his coronation goes more smoothly than mine.”
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      “Colin? Open up—I need to talk to you.” Gabriel’s gruff voice and harried knock sent Leena flying out of bed. She reached for the purple dress the elves had gifted to her. It was the only clothing she owned. When she’d resigned as a scribe, she’d had to leave all her robes and other possessions behind. They belonged to the temple. Technically, she did have the robes she’d been wearing when she informed the Quanling of her decision—Marjory did not take the clothes off her back—but it would be wrong to wear the uniform of her past calling. She preferred this simple dress. It might have been a gift, but it was the only thing in her life that was hers and hers alone. The only thing aside from Colin.

      “Keep your dragon in your skin,” Colin called.

      He didn’t look happy about the interruption. His hungry male gaze raked over her body before she covered it in the dress. How he could still look at her like that after they’d made love so many times was beyond her. Her most sensitive flesh ached with overuse every time she moved. Then again, that look he was giving her made her blood run hot enough she would do it again if there weren’t someone at the door.

      As much as Leena was not ashamed of her mating to Colin, she didn’t welcome Gabriel’s judgment. She pressed her back against the wall, out of sight, while Colin slid the small panel built into the door aside and made eye contact with his brother.

      “This isn’t a good time.”

      Leena’s eyes widened. It had to be important if the new king of Paragon was seeking them out. It was not wise to deny the king entry even if Colin was his brother.

      “I’m sorry to bother you,” Gabriel said. “But I have something important to speak with you about. Tell Leena she can come out from behind the wall. I can smell her all over you.”

      Heat burned in Leena’s cheeks and neck, but Colin grunted for him to wait a second and slid the peephole door closed. He dressed quickly but paused and looked her way before he opened the door. She nodded. She wasn’t going to get any more ready than this. He flipped the latch and let his brother in.

      Gabriel strode through the door and gave Leena a shallow bow before gesturing toward the small table in the room. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to sit for this. Niall has been running me all over Asfolk today, and I’m still recovering from our confrontation with Eleanor.”

      Colin nodded and pulled out a chair for her, but Leena went to the pitcher on the side table and poured them all glasses of water before she sat. Her mouth was already dry as a stone. She was going to need it, and it seemed rude not to serve the two dragons. They both mumbled a thank-you at the gesture.

      For as long as she’d known Gabriel, he’d always made her nervous. There was his size to contend with—he was as large as Colin but with a deadly sort of cadence to his movements that reminded her of a wild cat… some kind of predator. And his eyes—she always wondered how Raven could stand looking into those eyes. They were dark but always burning, red flecks dancing like sparks deep within. Colin was every bit of a warrior as Gabriel, but her familiarity with him, his gray eyes that always softened when he saw her, put her at ease. With Gabriel… Facing him felt like staring darkness itself head on. Like facing death.

      Gabriel sipped his water and looked between Colin and Leena. “Am I mistaken, or are congratulations in order?”

      Leena’s eyes darted to Colin, whose cheeks had taken on a red tinge. Was it possible that Gabriel could tell what they’d done?

      “I don’t mean to embarrass either of you.” He glanced at Leena. “It’s a dragon thing. His mating scent is all over you and this room. And you’re no longer wearing your temple robes, so I can draw some conclusions.”

      Now her face burned again. She pressed her cool palms against her hot cheeks.

      “We are mated, yes,” Colin said. “Leena is mine. She will not be returning to the temple.”

      A warm feeling came over her at the way Colin claimed her. She was not a woman who had ever longed to be possessed, but this mark of ownership was mutual. It was not a claim that threatened her freedom. Her mating was not a chain at all, but maybe a long elastic band. She could go from him as far as she wished, but there would always be that bond, always that subtle tug drawing her back to this dragon who made her feel whole again.

      Gabriel nodded. “I thought that might be the case. I’m glad she’s here. This discussion concerns both of you.”

      Now Leena squirmed. Was there to be a punishment for her leaving the temple? Would Colin be cast out, or would they both end up scraping by in the Borough?

      “I’d like to offer you the position of Master of the Guard.” Gabriel studied Colin, his fingers toying with his glass. “I realize that after leading the rebellion, taking over Scoria’s position as captain may not be enough for you, but this new position as master will also serve on the Council of Elders. We need to remake the Obsidian Guard into something to be proud of again. A unit that serves the people in peacetime as well as war.”

      Colin’s throat bobbed, his lower lids lining with silver. Leena couldn’t remember ever seeing him so moved, with the exception of the moment in the cradle when he’d wanted her to take his tooth. He glanced toward her, almost as if he was asking for her blessing, and she gave him a swift and certain nod. “It would be my honor to serve Paragon in this capacity. It will take work, but I’m confident the dragons of Paragon are up to the task of remaking their military, one that works for and with our allies.”

      Gabriel’s expression softened for the first time, as if Colin’s acceptance was a huge relief to him. Leena glanced at Colin proudly. He was perfect for the job, and maybe she could get work in Paragon too, perhaps in the palace kitchen or in one of the shops in Hobble Glen. She knew several languages, after all, and was no stranger to hard work.

      “Which brings us to you,” Gabriel said, shifting his focus to Leena.

      “To me?” In shock, she was speechless as the full force of his attention turned on her. “I promise you I won’t be any trouble—”

      “We’re going to need a court historian.”

      Leena froze. Did he say what she thought he said?

      “With your being a former scribe, Raven and I thought you would be the perfect choice. You’d be responsible for recording all the meetings of the Council of Elders as well as accurately detailing significant events in Paragonian history. Of course, you won’t have the benefit of a pool of tears, so you’ll have to be where the action is.”

      “Yes,” she blurted, a smile spreading across her face. Was her skin glowing? The joy she felt inside must be visible on the outside. “I will be your court historian. Oh, Gabriel, thank you! You won’t regret giving me this opportunity.”

      “Good. Then it’s settled. You’ll both move in to the palace as soon as we can get it rebuilt. Until then, the owner of the Silver Sunset has agreed to lease the inn to us. You’ll have a room there.”

      “We’ll be living in the palace?” Leena gaped in surprise.

      Colin seemed equally unsure. “Neither Scoria nor Ransom lived in the palace. Even when Ransom was… staying in Eleanor’s rooms, he didn’t officially live there.”

      “But you will,” Gabriel said. “And so will your mate. The kingdom of Paragon owes you dearly for your leadership of the Defenders of the Goddess. You’ll both live in the palace, and you will be compensated well for what you do and will have access to the royal staff. I assume, now that you’ve mated, you’ll only be needing one suite of rooms?”

      Colin shot her a questioning look, and she poured her agreement into her smile. His eyes sparked with masculine heat.

      “Are you sure? It’s a lot of change for you,” he asked her.

      She glanced down at the table, embarrassed to be having this conversation in front of Gabriel. She wasn’t ashamed. She just wished they’d spoken about it earlier. “I’m sure,” she said. “As sure as I have ever been.”

      “Yeah, we’ll only need one,” Colin said, never taking his eyes off her.

      “Excellent.” Gabriel stood from his chair. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a few more job offers to make.”

      Colin shook his hand firmly. “Thank you, Gabriel.”

      Leena bowed, heart brimming with appreciation for Gabriel’s kindness. “It’s a new beginning for both of us.”

      Gabriel smiled, his eyes glancing heavenward. “For all of us.”
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        Kingdom of Paragon

        The Obsidian Palace

        Year of the Goddess: ͵βιθ, Pisces 28th

        Six months after the Paragonian revolution

      

      

      With the help of fifteen witch architects from Darnuith and a dozen engineers from Rogos, King Gabriel and Queen Raven have successfully reconstructed the Obsidian Palace for a new generation. The lava rock that previously carved through the gardens has been removed, and new flowering trees and shrubs have been planted in the scorched soil.

      The palace itself has been reconstructed to let in more light with an open and welcoming floor plan. It starts in the veranda, where the family crest has been lovingly restored by Alexander, who is now serving as the royal artist. What once depicted a dragon wrapped around a golden fruit tree now includes his mated witch sitting atop his tail. The crest commemorates the love of Tavyss and Medea, whose brave sacrifice in the fight against Eleanor and Brynhoff laid the groundwork for the new kingdom. Rumor has it that the redesign was in part at the suggestion of his mate, Maiara, who is now serving as the court healer.

      Beyond the veranda lies a great hall, also designed by Alexander with the help of engineers and architects from Rogos. Fashioned in a circle rather than a traditional rectangle, the room is constructed with collaboration in mind. King Gabriel’s goal is to undo the damage caused by Eleanor’s reign. To increase a sense of equality and partnership among the five kingdoms, there is no dais and no thrones as there were under the reign of Eleanor and Brynhoff. The king and queen address their guests from the center of a ring of seats, and when they are done, they sit in common chairs among the others.

      All fifteen bedrooms have been reconstructed with en suite bathrooms along with the dining room, library, and a state-of-the-art kitchen. Although their location is undisclosed, there are also treasure rooms for the palace dragons. The Obsidian Dungeon, however, has not been excavated, nor has the rubble beyond the library that once housed Eleanor’s ritual room. By royal decree, they will be sealed off from the palace, never to be used again.

      With the palace and grounds in operational order, Paragon has once again found its voice in the political landscape of Ouros. The Council of Elders has been reinstated and is now comprised of the living descendants of the original council, along with elected representatives from Darnuith, Rogos, Everfield, and Nochtbend. All council meetings are held after sunset to encourage participation by the vampires, something that has never been done before.

      Although the fairy representative on the council would prefer to meet during the day when fairies are at their strongest, the assignment of Sylas and Dianthe as diplomats in the region has smoothed over any political unease at the change. The two consider themselves as much citizens of Everfield as of Paragon and have made it their personal mission to rebuild the Empyrean Wood.

      They are receiving help from Nathaniel and Clarissa, Paragon’s new royal magicians. Clarissa is using her unusual talent for vocal magic to help the trees in Everfield grow faster, while Nathaniel employs his dragon-powered spellwork to help the fairies design homes safely at a faster pace.

      Although Avery and Xavier refused a permanent position in the Paragonian royal court in order to spend part of each year in Xavier’s Earthly realm, Avery, as one of the three sisters, is now a trusted adviser to the crown, and Xavier is serving as a temporary officer in the guard, helping Colin train the new warriors.

      As for Tobias and Sabrina, although they acted as temporary ambassadors to Nochtbend, they will be returning to Earth, as will Rowan and Nick, after the coronation of Raven and Gabriel. Sabrina has her own coven to run, and Tobias has a full life as her consort. Rowan and Nick are anxious to return to their lives in New York, where they run a community center for underprivileged children.

      Which brings us to the beloved event that we celebrate today, the coronation of Gabriel and Raven. I, Leena, royal court historian, am pleased to immortalize this moment by documenting it as the first official event of a new era for Paragon. The great hall is adorned in bursts of white flowers that fill the room with a heady, lightly sweet fragrance. Swags of gold rope, a gift from Nochtbend, hang from the ceiling. The floor is lined with emeralds, the king and queen’s official gemstone, enchanted by the witches of Darnuith to glow from within. The walls bear tapestries woven by the artisans of Everfield, depicting the constellations exactly as they will be on this sacred night. And the most talented musicians from all five kingdoms have come together to play for the standing-room-only crowd.

      Raven, dressed in emerald vilt, walks ceremoniously to the center of the room from the south, her daughter Charlie’s hand in hers at her side. Charlie, who took her first steps only weeks ago, wears a dress made of the same material as her mother’s but with a shorter skirt that shows off a pair of shiny golden shoes. The crowd cheers at her tentative steps and the way her soft white wings adjust for balance. Gabriel arrives down the aisle from the north next, handsomely clad in an emerald-and-black tunic suit adorned with gold cords. Avery and Clarissa carry in the crowns from the west aisle, and Marius, to the surprise of many of the guests, arrives from the east as the officiant.

      To murmurs of the crowd, Marius places the crowns upon the heads of the new king and queen, saying, “As the eldest son of the last reigning regent, I hereby declare Gabriel and Raven the true and proper rulers of Paragon and renounce all claims to the throne. I crown you king and queen in the name of the goddess and welcome a new era of peace and justice under your reign.” And then, to the absolute delight of the crowd, a small tiara that has been hidden inside Gabriel’s crown is nestled in the cherubic curls of the royal couple’s daughter. “Charlie, in the name of the goddess, I crown you princess of Paragon.”

      Applause rings out, deafening in the round room. Guests from every kingdom leap to their feet to congratulate the couple.

      When the noise dies down, Gabriel addresses the kingdom. “My dearest Paragonians and distinguished guests. It is my deepest honor to accept this crown from my brother Marius. For far too long, Ouros has suffered under a cruel and ruthless ruler whose only desire was to amass limitless power. My queen and I are committed to a world that shares power, a kingdom whose deepest concern is the welfare of its people, and a reign that will one day be remembered for being as just and fair as its predecessor was cruel.”

      After another round of cheers, all the guests are invited to a feast in the adjoining ballroom. The festivities are planned for well into the night. Guests enjoy food and drink from the five kingdoms, including Paragonian tribiscal wine, elderbeast from Darnuith, and crizzle rolls from Everfield. By the time the two suns rise above Paragon and the last guests leave the palace, it is clear that the evening has ushered in a new beginning and a bright future filled with potential.
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      The moment Marius placed the crown on Gabriel’s head, he experienced an intense and profound sense of relief. Before everything, before he’d… died… he’d thought he wanted to be king. It was what he was raised to do. Raised to be. But now, after everything, it was all too much. What would be the point of going against what the goddess wanted? What the people wanted?

      In some ways, he was the last dragon, the last remnant of a kingdom that was no more. But he would not be like Eleanor. He would not fight for more power or play politics to orchestrate his own advancement. He was done with all that.

      Later, in the ballroom, he hung in the shadows, leaning against a cane that had proved necessary in his weakened state. He nursed a glass of tribiscal wine and watched the dancing and merriment with interest. These people were strangers to him and not just because those who’d been allies of Eleanor’s were either dead or banished from the palace. To Marius, it felt like he’d been gone for a thousand years. He’d spent ages in that place between, had seen horrors that only the dead see. Only the dead who don’t pass on.

      All this, this game of kingdoms, seemed trivial now. Who could concern themselves with trade routes and border agreements when they’d been given another chance at life? Why fight to be king when he was just happy to be free of the purgatory that had held him for so long?

      “You really gave it up? Just like that?” A woman stood beside him, although he had no recollection of her moving to his corner of the room. Strange. He didn’t know her, which made the personal nature of the question all the more intrusive.

      He grunted dismissively and sipped his wine. Clearly, she was a member of the aristocracy, a daughter of some wealthy merchant from Hobble Glen, he supposed. Although her wings were tucked away, she had the double crescent mark beside her right eye as all dragons did, as well as the smoky scent of his kind. Her red dress was made of the finest vilt, and her caramel-colored hair shone like silk against the fabric. The rubies and diamonds flashing from her ears, neck, and fingers were easy enough to come by in Paragon, but the gold design that housed them and the magic that lit them from within was not. That was only available to the wealthy. She blinked lovely golden hazel eyes at him, only a few shades lighter than what his used to be before he became this… this… ghost.

      “Please forgive me,” she said, brows crowding together and cheeks reddening as if she was ashamed. “It was terribly rude of me to ask it so bluntly. To be honest, I feel like I know you, but you couldn’t possibly know me. It was far too personal a thing to ask.”

      “Forget about it.” Marius braced himself on his cane with both hands. He’d kept his tone polite but not warm. He wanted to set her at ease but also discourage further conversation. Hopefully she’d get the hint and leave him alone.

      Defying his expectations, she stayed right where she was, sipping her drink in awkward silence.

      “Why exactly do you feel like you know me?” he asked, suddenly curious. Even as a prince, he didn’t mingle with the general population often, and he certainly didn’t remember her. She was beautiful. The old him might have noticed.

      She raised an eyebrow, her expression growing wistful. “I used to watch you fight in the pits. You were quite the warrior. I’m embarrassed to say I had your poster hanging in my bedroom. I never missed one of your matches.”

      Oh, so she was a pit bunny. There was always a small legion of unmarried females watching the matches from the stands, hoping by some miracle their scent would find its way into the ring and they’d be noticed by one of the warriors, perhaps a prince. Sad, really, that she’d carried a torch for him all this time. She must have heard what happened to him, and if she hadn’t, he didn’t plan to explain it to her. Why couldn’t she just leave him alone?

      He sipped his wine. “That was a long time ago.”

      “Of course it was.” She lowered her voice. “Before you died… and came back. I have to say, I almost didn’t recognize you, but… The changes suit you if you don’t mind my saying so.”

      He shot her a glance, a pang of self-consciousness shooting through him at the thought of his white hair and colorless eyes. Her expression seemed genuine, but the comment left him raw. He’d been considered handsome once. Not now. Now he was a sketch of a man that the artist had forgotten to shade in. “If you’ll excuse me, I have to…” He couldn’t think of a single thing he had to do, but he drifted away from her.

      “I just wanted to know if you’ll be fighting in the pits again,” she blurted. “Since you’re not challenging Gabriel to… um… rule… you have to do something with your time, right?”

      He frowned into his wine and made a show of adjusting his weight on his cane. “Not up for a fight these days, obviously.”

      “Well, not yet,” she said with a soft smile. If he’d sensed a hint of insincerity, he might have torn into her, but her words gave off a genuine hopefulness, as if she truly believed he might fully recover. He didn’t have the energy to correct her.

      He would need to do something with his time, wouldn’t he? But considering the coronation aisle was the farthest he’d walked without his cane since his resurrection, the pits were likely not in his future. Raven and Gabriel had invited him to act as an adviser to the Council of Elders, but he had to believe the job wouldn’t take all his time. Eventually, he would need a distraction, anything so he wouldn’t dwell on the disaster that was his life. Funny that it took this strange woman to make him think of it.

      “Who are you, exactly?” he asked.

      “Harlow. I’m the doormaker’s daughter. I think you’ve met my parents, Darium and Lemetria?” She bowed her head in greeting.

      “I have met your parents.” He sipped his wine to keep from betraying his feelings about the couple. Doormaking was an esteemed art in Paragon as each home’s door traditionally displayed a unique mosaic of gems that represented the history of the family who lived there. The wealthier the family, the more ornate the door. And Darium was the premier doormaker. But all that wealth had made him and his wife drunk with self-importance—at least, that was how Marius remembered them. Then again, it had been hundreds of years since he’d been in a position to judge.

      “I know what you’re thinking, but they mellowed out over the years you were away,” Harlow said. “Certainly the last few, when Eleanor became a power-hungry tyrant.”

      Marius raised a brow and ground his teeth. “It’s hard for me to picture your father in the resistance.”

      She laughed. “Oh no, he wasn’t. We both know that’s not who my father is. But he also distanced himself those last months. I suppose that’s what earned us the invitation.”

      Marius glanced around the room. “Your parents are here tonight?” That surprised him. He hadn’t spoken to Gabriel about who was associated with the Highborn Court, but he would have assumed Darium and Lemetria to have been in Eleanor’s inner circle as they were when he was a young man. He’d have thought Gabriel would have cast them out entirely.

      “No.” She gave a shallow smile. “My father was called away to meet with a vendor in Nochtbend. They send their regrets. But I am here, representing my family.”

      “Hmmm.” His glass had run dry, and so had his patience. He looked toward her to make some excuse to abandon her presence, but his eyes locked on a figure that had appeared behind her in the shadows. Killian. His father’s colorless and translucent presence stood wraithlike behind Harlow, his dark mouth gaping silently in his pale face. A red slash marred his neck where he’d been beheaded. He was saying something, mouthing words that Marius couldn’t understand.

      Marius’s skin chilled. He stopped breathing. Stopped blinking. Tried to make out the word his father mouthed to him from the beyond. The glass dropped from his trembling hand.

      And Harlow caught it.

      “Is everything all right?” Harlow asked. “Are you unwell?” She turned to look where he was staring, his empty glass cradled in her palm. Killian disappeared like so much smoke. There was nothing there. Just the empty corner of the room.

      Marius shook his head and took his glass from her. “Thank you. I’m still recovering,” he said. “If you’ll excuse me, I think I’m going to retire to my rooms.”

      “I understand. It is very late. Take care of yourself.” She smiled, and he noticed her red lipstick exactly matched her dress. Oddly, he found he was almost sorry to have to cut the conversation short.

      “It’s been a pleasure, Harlow,” he said automatically before bowing and retreating from the room. Halfway into the hall, he was surprised to discover that he actually meant it.
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      Marius is back, baby! But he’s not sure who he is anymore. So much of his identity is wrapped up in his former destiny to be king. Without a place or purpose in this new kingdom, he feels lost. Worse, he’s not sure he ever was the person his royal life led him to believe he was.

      Can Harlow help him remember his true self? With her at his side, he might just be brave enough to carve out a new existence, if forces from the past don’t come between them.  Turn the page to continue the story with THE LAST DRAGON.
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      Ash snowed from the inky black sky, sparks of bright red fire lighting up the otherwise endless darkness. An otherworldly growl came from somewhere in the woods beyond the cave. Thick, dense woods filled with sharp claws and slashing teeth. Hunters. When they killed, they stole more than your life. Life was meaningless here after all. What those monsters took was far more chilling than just life.

      “I’m so hungry. We have to try for the temple.” The voice beside him was a low whine. If a rat could speak, it would have that voice. But the other man was right. They needed food or they’d become weaker and weaker, unable to die but also unable to move unless some other soul took pity on them and carried them to the sacred place. It was the only way to move on.

      “We go together,” another voice said, this one lower, more confident. Killian.

      Marius couldn’t see the other man in the darkness, but he knew his face well, knew that he could trust him. They were connected somehow, from before. How exactly, he couldn’t remember. That piece of history had been buried by pain and darkness a long time ago. So long ago. A lifetime. Maybe, if he had time and enough light to see the man, he’d remember. Not that it mattered. Every day was about survival. There was no room in his mind for anything else.

      He gripped the hilt of the sword hanging at his side in a black leather scabbard. The other man tapped the heel of his spear on the cave floor.

      “I’ll help too,” the rat man said.

      But Marius understood that only meant he’d follow behind and keep a safe distance from any violence. The man had never even found a weapon for as long as he’d been in this strange, desolate place, and the only reason he had fighting leathers was because Marius had found him some.

      Killian didn’t respond. An exploding ember lit the sky beyond the cave. “Now!”

      Marius sprinted toward the temple, weaving between trees at breakneck speed. A screech rang out behind him, and he whirled to find Killian facing off against a winged beast. The thing’s skin was gray and leathery, its head covered in rows and rows of eyes, and its lipless mouth unable to close fully due to the length of its many teeth. It slashed a multijointed limb through the darkness.

      Marius swung his blade, lopping off the thing’s claw before it could tear into Killian. He spun, ducked, and thrust at the hunter. A metal-on-metal screech sounded as his sword slid into the thing’s steely flesh.

      And then he woke up.

      Marius blinked at the thing in front of him. He was no longer in the land of ash and fire. He was warm and well-fed, surrounded by shiny obsidian. On the floor in front of him was a suit of armor through which he’d stabbed a sword that was not his own. It wasn’t even an actual weapon. He realized in horror that it was part of the sculpture, the sword that the suit of armor had been holding.

      “Uncle Marius?”

      He spun to find Princess Charlie standing behind him in the hall, her platinum-blond curls a tangled mess and a stuffed animal clutched in her arms. What did Raven call it? A teddy bear. That was it. The girl loved her bear. He couldn’t get over how much she’d grown this past year. Her development was rapid even for a dragon. Then again, she was only half dragon. The other half was witch like her mother, Raven. It was still to be seen how the two species would manifest in the child. She’d yet to shift and had no ring as he and his brethren did.

      “What are you doing up?” He silently thanked the goddess that he hadn’t hurt her. He could have. Might have stabbed her in his sleep as he had the suit of armor. “Your mother and father would not like to know you’re out of your bed in the middle of the night.”

      The little girl rubbed her eyes with her tiny fists and ruffled her strange feathered wings. “I heard you.”

      Marius looked right, then left, down the hall. If anyone else had heard what he’d done, they hadn’t come to help him. “I’m sorry I woke you, but you should have left it for the guards to sort out. What would you have done if I’d been something dangerous?” He was, in fact, extremely dangerous. Again, his stomach tied itself in knots at the thought he might have hurt her.

      “I knew it was you,” she said, confused. “Or I wouldn’t have come.”

      “How did you know it was me? Anyone could have made this noise.” He gestured to the destroyed suit of armor.

      Her little nose wrinkled, and she wiped a hand across her forehead, sweeping platinum curls from her eyes. “That’s not what I heard. I heard you screaming inside my head.” She pointed at her temple. “I came and woke you up so you wouldn’t be scared anymore.”

      Ice formed in his veins. He swallowed. That wasn’t normal. “You woke me up because you heard me in your head?”

      She nodded. “I used my zappy zap.”

      “What’s your zappy zap?”

      “Mommy said I shouldn’t talk about it.”

      “You can tell me because you used it on me,” Marius said. “I already know about it.”

      Charlie’s brow furrowed as she thought about that for a moment. Then she clapped her small hands together.

      A shock flowed through Marius, making the tiny hairs on his arms and legs stand on end. “That’s a fun trick.”

      “Mommy says I’m not supposed to use it unless I’m in danger.”

      “You have a very smart mommy.” Marius held out his hand to her. “Come. I’ll tuck you in.”

      She slipped her tiny fingers into his, and they padded toward her room. “What was your bad dream about?”

      “I don’t remember.” No way was Marius telling a—What was she in earth years?—seven-year-old child about his dreams. He seriously needed to start locking his door. He’d never forgive himself if he accidentally hurt her.

      “I saw a monster.” Charlie’s slippers scuffed across the floor.

      “You could see what was happening in my head and hear me scream?”

      She nodded.

      “Does that happen to you often?” Marius asked.

      “No. One time with Aunt Avery, but her dream was pretty. Sunshine and blue sky.”

      Marius sighed. “Great,” he mumbled. He’d have to tell Gabriel about this. Charlie clearly had some psychic abilities he and Raven weren’t aware of. “I’m sorry my dream scared you, Charlie, but it was just a dream. Nothing real. If it happens again, try to push it out of your mind.”

      She stopped in front of her room and giggled. “It doesn’t scare me, Uncle Marius. You killed that monster. Killed it dead. You would never let it get me.”

      He kissed her on her head, noticing how his hair, now completely lacking color, almost matched hers, although her eyes were blue while his were a pale silver. And her perfectly smooth and unmarked skin was a warm golden tone, not pale and covered in symbols as his own.

      He gave her his most assuring smile. “I would never let anything get you, Charlie. Not on purpose. But I’m afraid if I’m having a bad dream, I might bump into you on accident and knock you down. I’d be asleep and not know you were there.”

      Her young face grew serious. “I’ll send my zappy through you from far away.”

      That made him smile. “Good idea. Okay, Princess, into bed.” He lifted her into the plush four-poster and pulled the frothy pink blanket over her. She tucked her teddy bear under her chin and closed her eyes.

      “Uncle Marius?” she said before he could leave.

      “Yes?”

      “Mommy says that bad dreams happen when something isn’t going right in your life and your brain is trying to work it out.”

      “Hmm. I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “Maybe if you fight the monsters in your real life, you won’t have to fight them in your dreams.”

      He studied the little girl and then placed a kiss on her temple. “Good night, Charlie.”
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      “Fifty on Validar in the second match.” Harlow slid her dragmars through the slot under the window to the bookie. She’d counted out the silver coins carefully before placing her bet, leaving enough in her purse to make it home if the unexpected happened. The bookie counted her wager and acknowledged its correctness with a quick nod before scribbling the bet in his ledger. He handed her a receipt.

      “You do know that Validar is on the board at twenty-to-one odds?” Adradys, doormaker to Paragon and previously her father’s biggest business rival, stood in line behind her, wearing a vilt suit in a dark sapphire blue that matched the ring on his finger. Although he was around her age and extremely wealthy, Harlow rarely interacted with the man. Adradys was not an ugly dragon. In fact, his tall, lean stature was pleasing to many women, as was his eye for fashion. It was just that Harlow was not one of those women. To her, he’d always seemed a bit fastidious and high-maintenance. Not to mention, Harlow had always found his personality unbearably pretentious and self-aggrandizing.

      “Oh?” she asked vaguely.

      Raising his chin, he added, “Validar lost his last three matches, Harlow. You might as well have thrown those fifty dragmars into the volcano. Does your father know you’re here? Do you even understand how betting works?” He chuckled haughtily. “If you’d like, I can explain it to you.”

      Harlow plastered a smile onto her face. Adradys wasn’t a regular at the pits. He couldn’t possibly know that she’d been attending matches since she was a young girl or that since the new king and queen of Paragon had stripped her father of his business license—punishment for his support of Empress Eleanor—her gambling habit was what was keeping clothes on their backs and food on their table. He also was clearly unaware that Validar had lost the past three matches because he was nursing an injury that hadn’t healed correctly.

      Aside from beheading, there was no way to reliably kill a dragon. But immortality was not without its problems. Dragons healed swiftly. So swiftly, in fact, that a broken bone would knit back together in a matter of minutes. The problem was that four matches ago, Validar’s leg had been broken by Drakkar, who’d remained standing on his thigh while the bone mended. Because the fracture healed while the bone was misaligned, he’d been fighting with an uneven gait the past three matches.

      But Harlow happened to know he’d recently visited a healer in Rogos who had reset the leg and healed it properly. Validar was back to his old self, which meant he most certainly would win this match. But that didn’t mean Harlow couldn’t benefit from some sparring of her own.

      She fluttered her lashes and stroked the long, caramel-colored hair that waved against her shoulder. Harlow was a patient dragon. As much as it would please her to unleash her tongue on the man, Adradys was a piece on the social playing board of Paragon. Given her family’s current position, she couldn’t risk alienating him. He could still be of use. “Would you care to sit together, Adradys? Perhaps you could offer me a few pointers.”

      “It would be my pleasure.” He placed his bet on Validar’s opponent, Mayhem, and then offered her his arm. She took it and strolled with him to his private box overlooking the arena. Normally she’d be in the standing-room-only section. What a stroke of luck!

      “How is business?” she asked casually. A man like Adradys would want to talk about himself, and she wanted to please him. She had a favor to ask, actually, and buttering him up first seemed to be a good idea, especially since he was about to lose a great deal of money on his bet.

      He patted her hand. “Business is booming. How kind of you to ask, considering my success is due to your father having to shutter his doors.”

      “It’s not kindness. I’m genuinely curious. I never shared my father’s politics, and I’m just happy to be able to continue to live in Paragon after what he did. Still, it’s been difficult for him. He’s a talented man, and although his punishment fit the crime, it is such a waste of a good doormaker, wouldn’t you say?”

      “True. Darium was talented. It was a waste, especially when the three of you were forced to move from the Firedrake district. Where are you living now?”

      She looked down at her hands. As embarrassing as it was to admit, there was no use in denying it. Everyone knew they’d lost their fortune. Her parents had always been horrible with money and hadn’t saved a thing during their centuries of wealth. “West of town.”

      He screwed up his face as if he smelled something bad. “You can’t mean Swilton? How do you stand it? The smell alone…”

      Swilton was the slums of Paragon. Property was cheap there because it neighbored a vilt farm. A pit nearby processed the creatures’ waste and ensured the entire district always reeked of sewage. She couldn’t help but draw the connection between his suit, the finest vilt, and the stink that likely clung loosely to her clothing.

      “We get by.” She raised her chin. “It’s not what I was expecting, but a dragon of grace makes the most of it. I am thankful for a roof over our heads. I’ve adapted.”

      He scoffed. “I am truly sorry for you, Harlow. None of this was your doing. If there’s anything I can do…”

      “Actually, there is.”

      He turned his full attention to her. “What’s that?”

      She gave him her brightest smile. “You could speak with my father. As you said yourself, he’s extremely talented. The palace took away his business license but not his right to work for someone else. It seems obvious to me that you could help each other. If you hired him, he could bring you his contacts and his talent. And I’m sure he’d take anything you’d be willing to offer.” It was humiliating to ask, but she didn’t care. She’d humiliate herself every day of the week if it would help them rise even slightly above their current circumstances.

      He scowled. “Your father is two centuries my senior. He never took me seriously before the revolution. He is talented, but what makes you think he’d even want to answer to me? Has he suggested to you this is something he wants to do?”

      “No, not exactly,” she admitted. “But he needs something to do with his time, and working for you makes the most sense. If you would just speak to him…”

      The announcer’s voice rang out, and the crowd got to their feet and clapped as Validar and Mayhem entered the pit at the center of the coliseum below. She stood and clapped with Adradys. When she sat back down, his shoulder brushed hers, and she had to stop herself from shrinking from his touch.

      She stared down at his hand resting on his knee. Doormaking required strength and manual dexterity, but you’d never guess it by the softness of his hands or his perfect manicure. Even dragons developed calluses over time. His hands spoke volumes about his priorities, the first of which must be his appearance. Was he wearing makeup? She couldn’t see a single pore as she perused his face.

      “I’m going to help you, Harlow,” he said, and it came out exactly as if he’d meant I’ve decided to save you, damsel, to prove to you the hero that I am. “I’ve always held you in the highest regard.”

      She smiled just as the horn went off and the two warriors below them started to fight. She turned her attention toward the ring and the two shirtless dragons, wings out, circling each other below.

      “Oh, it’s time,” she said excitedly, scooting to the edge of her chair to get a better view.

      “Excellent. Now, as I mentioned earlier, Validar was a terrible bet on your part because—”

      With perfect balance, Validar snatched Mayhem’s punching hand out of the air, twisted it behind his back, then used a low stance to set the other dragon off-balance. Mayhem attempted to roll to his feet, but Validar was there, his agility better than it ever was. His right wing snapped toward the ground and ripped through Mayhem’s torso from left shoulder to right hip. Mayhem howled and didn’t even attempt to get back up. The matchkeeper counted down from ten.

      Jumping down from his platform, the matchkeeper took Validar’s hand and raised it toward the sky. “And we have a winner!”

      Harlow leaped from her seat and clapped her hands. “Ooh, I guess I won? Goddess, I must be lucky today.”

      Adradys stared at her open-mouthed.

      “It must have been your company, my dear friend,” Harlow said to Adradys in the sweetest tone she could muster. “And to think, you didn’t even have time to explain the game to me.” She grabbed his hand, pumped it twice, then kissed him on his cheek. “We absolutely must do this again.”

      “Yes,” he drawled.

      “I’m off to collect my winnings.” She gave him a lighthearted wave over her shoulder as she slipped from his box and headed for the bookie.
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      Hours later, winnings in hand, Harlow trudged to her new home in Swilton on the west side of Hobble Glen. Exhausted as she was, relief flooded her when she saw the simple cottage. The only indication that a former socialite family lived there was the front door. It had been designed by her father and was still one of the finest in Paragon.

      Doors told a family’s story. No family in Paragon would purposely go without the heirloom. The pattern of gems inlaid into the wood represented her heritage. She ran her fingers over the spiral of square rubies that symbolized her father and the interconnected spiral of oval aquamarines that matched her mother’s ring. Harlow’s amethyst rectangles decorated the door in a spray between and below her parents’ jewels. Other stones spiraled out from theirs, tens of thousands of years of ancestors, most lost to wars or battles unknown. Her grandparents and great-grandparents had been killed in a battle with Nochtbend before the time of Eleanor, thousands of years before her birth. But here they were, remembered in emerald, diamond, citrine, and jade.

      The door represented their history. The door was their legacy.

      At one time, her father Darium was the premier doormaker in all of Paragon. No one of any means would have chosen Adradys’s craftsmanship over his if they could afford it. Back then, Adradys was known for mass-produced, cut-rate doors for those who couldn’t afford her father’s quality or chose not to invest in a high-end door. How things had changed. Adradys had a monopoly on the trade now, and new families had no choice but to go with his repetitive designs.

      Harlow understood that her mother and father had enjoyed a close relationship with the Highborn Council and had benefited greatly from Eleanor’s reign. They were once the center of high society. All that was over now. Their social status was as ruined as their economic one. The door was one of the few things they’d been allowed to keep.

      Heavy and ornate, the absolutely stunning masterpiece was completely out of place now that it had been moved from their mansion in the exclusive Firedrake district of Hobble Glen to the hovel in the slums of Swilton. The tiny place seemed dwarfed by the door. Harlow was surprised her father had been able to install it on the weak hinges.

      She pushed inside and took a seat at the small, wobbly table at the center of the room. Her father was there. He was always there. He barely left the house anymore.

      “Did you win?” her father asked from his chair, his gaze flitting to hers.

      “A little.” She pulled out a fistful of silver dragmars along with a few precious gold tallons and five bronze spencies. She spread them on the table but did not mention the additional dragmars she kept hidden in the lining of her purse. As much as she loved her parents, she needed something for herself. She had dreams, and her parents had a way of spending every dime she gave them. She suspected they’d try anything to regain the status they’d lost. They didn’t realize that not only could they never get back in the game, the entire board and all its pieces had moved far out of reach. The game they needed to play now was a completely new one for all of them. It was called survival, and so far, they weren’t pros at it.

      In fairness, they were all lucky to be alive. A lesser king and queen would have had their heads.

      “There’s a few hundred here. Enough for the market.”

      Her father’s brows bobbed. “Thank the goddess.” He rose from his seat and joined her at the table, a flicker of hope in his expression.

      Harlow had been obsessed with the games since she was a child and knew every competitor in the pits. Truth be told, she enjoyed fighting. A close male friend had taught her and often sparred with her for practice. Not that she’d want to pursue it as a career. The pit fighters lived a hard life and usually ended up working in the quarries eventually.

      Competing in the pits was forbidden to females anyway. Female dragons were rare. Only about one in eleven eggs matured into a female by the last statistics she’d read. Which meant that a single dragon of her gender was more valuable than any amount of money. Every female dragon carried the societal expectation that she would eventually participate in perpetuating the race by marrying and then producing whelps.

      She’d never had any interest. Not that she was against it per se. She wanted children someday. She’d just never met a male she wanted to have them with.

      What interested her these days was betting on the fighters. She’d developed a knack for wagering on them. She could take one look at a competitor, at the lines of their muscled limbs, at how they balanced their weight between their feet, and know if they had what it would take to win.

      Her favorite champion by far, though, had been Marius—before he’d died, of course. Back in his youth, he mopped the floor with almost every other dragon in the kingdom. Oh, she understood that since he was a prince of Paragon, no one else was allowed to win his matches, but that didn’t stop his competitors from flexing their machismo and trying their best to prove they would win if they could. Harlow would grin at their vain attempts and watch Marius bury their faces in the gravel.

      She’d been so excited to hear he’d been resurrected, although she’d never met him in person until the coronation. Oh, how her stomach had flipped with exhilaration that night. He’d been positively enchanting in person. To have been who he was—a champion, a prince, a would-be king—and then lose everything… His return to society was undeniably brave, but the grace and dignity he applied to the situation was nothing short of noble. Rare in a dragon. Every time she thought about it, her heart thudded out of admiration.

      “Harlow, did you hear me?” Her father’s face came into view.

      Startled, she blinked at him. “No, sorry, I was working some numbers in my head. What did you say?”

      “There’s something I want to talk to you about. I think it’s time for you to get serious about taking a husband.” He folded his hands on the table. “You can do better than this. You deserve better than this.”

      A groan escaped her lips. “I’m not interested in marrying anyone, Father. I’ve met every individual with money in this kingdom, and none of them is my fated mate.”

      All the softness drained from her father’s expression, and his ears reddened. “Get your head out of the clouds! True matings are rare. It’s folly to wait for that magical connection.”

      “You and Mom are mated.”

      “Pure luck.”

      “Even if I were willing to settle for a common marriage, it’s not exactly easy to meet an appropriate suitor since the war. Everyone knows we were on the wrong side of things. I’m not holding my breath one of the new rich will sweep me off my feet.”

      Her father ran a hand through his hair. “That’s only because you don’t understand your power, Harlow. Not only are you a female but a beautiful one at that, and refined. You’ve known what it is to have money, know the expectations of the elite. That’s valuable to any mate. Men want a woman who can manage their home with grace and elegance.”

      She rolled her eyes toward the ceiling. “Sounds incredibly dull.”

      He laughed cynically. “Dull?” He gestured vaguely around him. “What exactly is this? These four walls are about as dull as I’ve ever had it. And the smell! Mountain, Harlow, if I were you, I’d be anxious for something better.”

      She raised her chin. “Aww, Dad, it’s not so bad. This is the simple life! It’s how most people lived when we were basking in the advantages of wealth. We have a roof over our heads and food on the table.” She rounded the table and stood behind him, rubbing his shoulders. “Have you thought about getting out of here more? Maybe finding work?”

      He tipped his head back and stared up at her in surprise. “What would I do? The only skill I have is doormaking, and I doubt Adradys would hire me. The man hates me. We were bitter rivals.”

      She kissed him on the forehead. “Maybe he’d surprise you.”

      He sighed heavily and swept the money from the table into his hand. “I suppose I should go to the market. No food in the house for evening meal.”

      As he stood from the chair, she took him in. Dragons were immortal, but they weren’t invulnerable. Thin. Sallow-skinned. The dark circles under his eyes had grown. His wings were tucked away, but she was certain they would hang listlessly from his back if they were out. He hadn’t been eating or sleeping. Clearly, he was depressed. He needed something to do, a purpose. More responsibility than the occasional trip to the market.

      “Where’s Mom?”

      “The Silver Sunset.”

      The popular tavern was her mother’s favorite haunt lately. “Again?”

      “Every night this week. I’m afraid to see the tab. We most certainly can’t afford it.”

      She closed her eyes for a beat and then hooked her arm in his. “Well then, I guess it’s just you and me. Let’s go to the market. I’m famished.”
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      Marius’s back hit the ground, and he skidded across the gravel, wings thrashing under him to slow his momentum.

      When he finally came to a stop, his brother Colin leaned over him and clicked his tongue. “Maybe we should move this back inside. The training room has padded floors.”

      “I’m done with padded floors,” Marius growled.

      Colin reached down to help him up, and Marius knocked his hand aside and scrambled to his feet. He was sure there were stones tangled in the back of his white hair. No matter. A familiar itch signified his abrasions were already healing.

      He lowered himself into a fighting stance. “Again.”

      “Can’t.” Colin glanced at the clock on the wall of the fighting arena. “Out of time.” No doubt the Master of the Guard had more important things to do than help his brother relearn what he’d lost. He snapped his feet together and bowed.

      Marius bowed back and allowed his shoulders to relax. He dragged in deep, cleansing breaths. Exhaustion sniffed at his heels. He had to fight the urge to sink to his ass in the middle of the practice arena.

      “You don’t have to do this,” Colin said.

      “No?” Marius’s voice was edged with sarcasm.

      Colin shifted on his feet. “I think you’re expecting too much from yourself. You’re working out like you plan to fight in the pits again.” His brother laughed incredulously. “Goddess, you were dead just over a year ago. You must realize the experience has altered your body composition. I was impressed when you lost the cane.”

      Marius jerked and bared his teeth. “Would it be wrong to want to fight again?”

      Colin sputtered, and Marius realized he was holding back a chuckle. “You’re serious! Why? Marius, you don’t have to do it anymore. You have a job in the palace. You have a purpose.”

      “Adviser to the Council of Elders—sorry, Ambassador to the Council of Elders. Gabriel gave me that title once I put the crown on his head. Right. That keeps me busy all of an hour a week. I’m bored, Colin, and restless. You don’t understand.” He kept secret the positive effects the fighting had on his strange nightmares. The truth was that on the days he trained with Colin, they stopped. He supposed he was so exhausted when he fell into bed at the end of a day filled with training that his brain was too tired to dream. And he was more than happy to work himself to the point of pain if it would keep the monsters away.

      All levity drained from Colin’s expression. “All right,” he said tentatively. “You’re a dragon, Marius. Theoretically, you have no limits. I have no idea what you’ve gone through or what lasting effects it has had on you, but I do know this—if you truly want to compete again, you need to do more than spar with me. I don’t have the time or focus to take you to the next level.”

      “Who can?”

      “I’m not sure yet.”

      Colin strode to the attendant’s office. The man who usually worked there had stepped out, but Colin found a piece of paper in his desk. “Until we find someone, I want you to do this routine every day.” He sketched a list of exercises that started with a twenty-mile run from the palace to the hills beyond Hobble Glen. Marius wasn’t sure he was strong enough to make it to town, let alone through it and beyond. Then, according to Colin’s notes, he was to perform another series of exercises before running back. The list looked impossible.

      “Is that all?” Marius frowned.

      “Work up to it. We’ll keep sparring like this before Guard training. Meanwhile, I’ll keep my ear to the ground for someone to help you.”

      He took the list from Colin with a hand he tried his best to stop from shaking. He needed rest after a thirty-minute sparring match. This list of exercises would take him hours to complete—if he could complete it at all. Still, he was thankful to have it. If he thoroughly wore himself out each day, perhaps he could rid himself of the nightmares for good. Bonus if the distraction reduced the strange visions that randomly plagued him.

      He needed this, needed a way to settle his mind, and the only way to do that was by pushing his body to the limit. “Thanks.”

      Colin stared at him a moment with those piercing gray eyes, then gave him a nod Marius had seen him use on new recruits. That nod was weighty with encouragement, high expectations, and challenge. Without further ado, he strode out the door toward the field where the Guard trained.

      Funny, Colin was his younger brother. He’d beaten the dragon in the pits on more than one occasion. How things had changed.

      Marius stopped at the hydration station and guzzled water, staring at the practice ring. The private training space was smaller than the public one in the fighting pits. If he couldn’t win against his younger brother here, he’d be doomed there. He imagined himself flat on his back in front of a stadium of judging eyes and laughing mouths.

      He gripped the paper tighter in his hand. Placing his cup into the receptacle, he left the building and started to run.
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      The first day, he didn’t even make it off palace grounds. He had to stop at the gate to catch his breath. The guard in the booth came out to ask if he needed help, and Marius lied, actually invented an excuse that he was surveying the wards for the queen to save himself the embarrassment of having to explain that a five-mile run—an easy jog for a dragon—had almost made his heart explode. He ended up walking back to the palace and collapsing on his bed for an hour.

      The next day was better. He started before practice and made it to the gate and back at a run. But the effort left him unable to hold his own against Colin. His brother slammed him into the stones over and over again. He couldn’t even accuse his brother of being overly aggressive. On the contrary, his intuition suggested Colin was holding back. To his brother’s credit, when at last they bowed and went their separate ways, there was no judgment, disappointment, or condescension in the dragon’s parting words. Those gray eyes held nothing but the same challenge and encouragement they had the day before.

      He kept going, farther every day, until he’d almost reached Hobble Glen before he had to turn around. Only he wasn’t strong enough to run all the way back, and when he finally reached the practice arena, he was late. Colin wasn’t there. Someone else was, though, and it was the last person he’d expected to see. Avery.

      At the center of the ring, the queen’s sister wielded a sword that looked far too big and heavy for her petite frame. Somehow the iron danced for her, though, carving patterns through the air as she executed perfect footwork and battled an imaginary opponent. She stopped and sheathed her weapon as soon as she noticed he was there.

      “Hi,” she said, thrusting her chin in his direction. “Colin had to go. He asked me to hang around to tell you he’d see you back here tomorrow. Oh, and also, don’t be late again. He’s too busy and will drop you from his schedule. Honestly, I’d get your ass here. He looked pissed.”

      Marius wiped a hand over his face, his skin still slicked with sweat. “It was a mistake. It won’t happen again.”

      “Dude, what happened to you? You look like you’ve spent the morning fighting for your life. Do you need me to fetch a healer? Or I can help you back to the infirmary. Maiara can help.”

      He shook his head. “Not sick,” he said breathlessly. He walked around her and folded onto the observation bench, his backside slapping hard as his legs gave out. He couldn’t have popped back up if he tried. “Just badly out of shape.”

      Her brows furrowed, and she stared at him for a moment. “Fuck. I didn’t know it was possible for a dragon to look like he was having a heart attack, but you do, Marius. You really do!”

      He raised an eyebrow in her direction. “Thanks for the tip. Turns out being dead for three hundred years is hazardous to your level of fitness.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to fetch Maiara?”

      “No. I don’t need a healer. Just a moment to catch my breath.” He glanced away from her, loathing the heat that blazed toward his ears. If he had even an ounce of energy, he’d excuse himself and make a hasty retreat to his room. No one should see him like this.

      She chewed her lip. “Hey, sorry I brought it up. Just… as the only mortal in this place, it’s surprising to see someone else with any vulnerabilities.”

      He looked back in her direction and had to pause at her contrite expression. Being married to Xavier, she must realize that dragons didn’t love to have their weaknesses pointed out. His stomach contracted with a laugh meant to put her at ease. “I’m glad something good has come from my pain.” He grinned and patted the bench beside him. “Your penance is to keep me company until I’m rested enough to make it off this bench.”

      With a good-natured laugh, Avery took the seat beside him and stared across the empty arena. He didn’t know the woman well, although their encounters had always been positive. Her mate, Xavier, was the toughest of warriors, even when they were children, and was spending his days helping Colin train the Guard.

      “When do you and Xavier go back to Earth?”

      “At the end of the month… I mean moon cycle. I can’t get used to your terminology.” Avery leaned back and stared up at the overcast sky.

      “Soon, then.”

      “Soon.” She pushed up the arms of her training sweater.

      Marius couldn’t miss the red-and-black spiral tattoo there. It matched one that appeared on various places along his torso. He nodded toward it. “Do you feel that anymore?”

      She glanced at him and then down at the tattoo, seeming to piece together what he was talking about. “I thought I might ask you the same thing eventually. I didn’t want to be insensitive, but—”

      “But we are the only ones to have them,” Marius finished.

      “We’re the only ones who’ve been brought back from the dead.” She seemed to catch herself because she shook her head. “Actually, that’s not true. Raven brought Gabriel back from the dead, and he doesn’t have one.”

      “What do you think they mean? What’s different about us?”

      She raised her brows and scoffed. “I have no idea. Raven doesn’t even know, and she has the entire golden grimoire in her head.”

      He stretched his legs out and crossed them at the ankle. “Charlie told me you’ve been having nightmares.”

      “Charlie’s a precocious little peanut, isn’t she?” Avery raised a brow. “I wouldn’t call what I’m having nightmares, but they are strange. I think I’m seeing where I was when I was… gone.”

      He cracked his neck. “That’s what I’m seeing.” He lowered his voice. “I remember.”

      She ran her thumb over the symbol. “I’m immune to magic, so it can’t be the symbol that’s causing the dreams, at least not in me. I asked Raven to try to remove it. If she can’t do it with magic, I think I’m going to try the human way and have it lasered off.”

      He glanced down at himself. His entire torso and back were covered in them. There had to be hundreds. He envied Avery. She might free herself of the mark, but he doubted anything could remove the scars the past three hundred years had made in him. “I hope whatever you try works.”

      She seemed to pick up on the darkness that had crept into his voice because she sighed and said, “I’m sure Raven will figure out what they mean and help you with your nightmares.”

      “She hasn’t yet.”

      “She’s been a little busy establishing a new government in Paragon and everything.”

      “True.” Marius pushed himself off the bench. He felt like an asshole for bringing it up. “Thanks for the company, Avery. Xavier’s a lucky dragon.”

      “You’re welcome,” she said, but she couldn’t keep a spark of worry from her blue eyes. “Marius, I just know things are going to work out for you. Look how far you’ve come already. Just give it time.”

      He gave her a reassuring smile that he didn’t feel. “All I’ve got is time.”
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      “Why is this place such a wreck?” Harlow brushed plates and glasses aside on the table to make room to count her winnings. The floor hadn’t been swept since she’d done it the previous evening, and there was nothing on the stove for dinner again. The fire in the fireplace desperately needed another log or it would give up the ghost.

      Her father shrugged, his eyes empty. Dragons didn’t age, but his slumped shoulders and sagging mouth made him look positively ancient. “I’ve never been good at housework. I wouldn’t know where to start.”

      She leaned back in her chair and sighed. “Dad, we don’t have servants anymore. I’m gone all day at the pits. I know this transition has been hard for you, but you’re going to have to learn to do it.”

      He blinked, grimacing as if the thought of it might push him over the edge of whatever mental precipice he was perched on. “Perhaps you and your mother could help. You’d do a far better job than I would.”

      She held up a fistful of dragmars. “I am helping. I’m keeping us fed. And Mom hasn’t been reliable in months. You need to talk to her.”

      “She won’t listen to me.”

      “Where is she?”

      “The Silver Sunset… Again. Every night this week.”

      Harlow gritted her teeth. They had no extra money for casual drinking. “What do we have left in the pantry for dinner?”

      “It’s empty.” He stared at the fire. Its dying light added to the overall bleakness of the moment. It would be better if it just burned out. As dragons, they didn’t need it for heat, and she was starting to wonder if they could afford it for comfort.

      “What happened to the food we bought yesterday?”

      “Your mother came home for lunch.”

      “Why didn’t you go back to the market?”

      He waved a hand in the air, looking dejected. “I never know what to buy when I go alone.”

      “Dad…” She was losing him.

      It wasn’t particularly surprising that her father was in a dark place after the year they’d had. He’d lost the career he loved and the business he’d built from the ground up. With it went all his creature comforts, his friends, his support system.

      He hadn’t always been like this. Harlow had vivid memories of a man who’d once been adored by his employees and customers alike. He’d been a good father as well, denying her nothing before their fall from grace. Which was why it was twice as hard to see him like this. Darium was a man who built things and made people happy. How had he become this dragon who felt too helpless to even lift a broom?

      She swept her winnings off the table again and into her hand. Mind made up, she strode for the door.

      “Are you going to the market?” he asked.

      “No. I’m going to the Silver Sunset. I’m going to get Mom and bring her back here so that we can all talk about our responsibilities. If I’m at the pits earning money all day, I can’t also cook and clean.”

      He didn’t protest her leaving. She wondered if there was any fight left in him at all. By the time Harlow reached the Silver Sunset, her frustration had grown into a monster she could barely contain. The walk hadn’t calmed her down one iota, and she burst through the door and into the tavern with enough force that heads turned, even her mother’s.

      Lemetria was sitting at the bar, surrounded by dragon males, none of whom Harlow recognized. That was the thing about being a dragon. Immortals didn’t age. One might assume she and her mother were the same age if they didn’t know better, and because dragon females were rare, any in an establishment like this would garner plenty of attention.

      “Harlow?” her mother slurred. “What are you doing here, darling?”

      Harlow crossed the bar in three huge steps, elbowing a patron out of her way, and yanked her mother off her barstool. “You need to come home now!”

      “Why? What’s the matter?” She blinked wide eyes at Harlow as if she truly had no idea what was going on. Everyone was staring. The bartender seemed especially concerned and shot her a warning glance.

      “Come outside with me to talk.” Harlow tugged at her mother’s upper arm.

      Lemetria gave her a disarming smile. “Wouldn’t you rather have a drink? I can introduce you to some fine young men. I wouldn’t say any of them are marriageable material, but they might be fun to practice on.”

      “Eww.” Harlow bristled. “Mom! Outside now!”

      “Oh, all right.” She huffed and followed her out into the late afternoon sun. “Now what seems to be the problem?”

      “The problem is, you have a husband and a house, and both are falling to pieces. You need to come home with me.” Harlow folded her arms over her chest.

      Lemetria snorted, her hand waving wildly through the air. “Who says? Darium is more than capable of taking care of himself, as are you. Just look at you. You look delightful, darling. Living in Swilton hasn’t knocked the bloom from your flower at all.”

      “Stop trying to charm me, Mother. It’s not going to work. Dad is not okay. He’s in some sort of deep depression. He barely moves from his chair. And the house is an absolute wreck. There’s nothing to eat.”

      “If you don’t like it, Harlow, do something about it. You can shop. You can clean.” Her mother flipped a hand in the air and raised her chin as if she couldn’t be bothered with what was happening in her own home.

      Harlow huffed. “No, I can’t. I’m busy earning the dragmars to pay for the gallons of tribiscal wine flowing down your gullet every day.”

      Lemetria growled, swaying a little in her drunkenness. “Well, isn’t this an ungrateful surprise? How many years did we support you, Harlow? We gave you the best of everything when we had it.” Her eyes flicked back toward the bar. It took a lot to get a dragon inebriated, but Harlow did not miss the red in the whites of her mother’s eyes or the haze of distraction in her pupils.

      Harlow released a deep breath. “Mom, I am helping out, but it’s more than one person can do. I need your help. Dad needs your help. I mean really needs you. He’s not himself. Please come home.”

      For a second the clouds parted, and her mother looked at her as she used to, with love and empathy. She reached out and placed one hand on her shoulder. Harlow thought for sure she’d made it through to her, that she’d come home now and be the mother she needed her to be. But the softness in her face changed to something hard and cruel.

      “Harlow, our situation is utterly hopeless. I admire you for trying to make a life for us in that horrible place. I do! But it’s a losing proposition. Do yourself a favor.” She pinched the bridge of her nose. “Find a man who will marry you. With your looks, you could have anyone you set your mind on. You’ll never want for anything. Leave us behind. We’re never making it out of Swilton, but you might.” She turned, straightened her collar, and walked back into the Silver Sunset.

      All the air whooshed from Harlow’s lungs as if she’d been socked in the gut. Both her mother and her father had suggested the same thing, that she should save herself by finding a husband. She staggered to a nearby bench and sat, leaning her elbows on her knees, mindfully drawing in a breath. Her hands trembled as she buried her face in them. She would not marry for financial gain. The thought of having to cook, clean, and spread her legs for someone she didn’t love just to live in a bigger house seemed utterly ridiculous to her. She’d flee to Rogos before she’d entertain the idea.

      The bench groaned as someone flopped onto it beside her. Labored panting met her ears, and the scent of smoky male sweat filled her nose. Not unpleasant. Woodsy, like the forest, with a hint of dark spice. Brow furrowing, she removed her hands from her face and sat bolt upright.

      “Marius?” She said his name softly because the male looked as if he might die if she startled one extra beat from his heart.

      He seemed to see her for the first time, his strange silver eyes widening slightly as he tried to sit up straighter and pull himself together. “Harlow!” The arch of his brows told her he hadn’t noticed her before. His cheeks reddened, perhaps from embarrassment or from whatever physical exertion had brought him to this point of near death.

      “Are you okay? You look like you need a healer.” She inclined her head in the direction of the apothecary across the street. It had once been Aborella’s but now was run by a witch named Blingsworth, who’d moved from Darnuith after the war. He wasn’t nearly as helpful as Aborella had been but was good for the occasional tonic.

      “Fine. Just fine.” He wiped a hand over his face and smoothed back his white hair toward the ponytail at the nape of his neck. He straightened on the bench. Goddess, even in his current worn state, the man was incredibly attractive. That face was all angles and cheekbones, and a woman would have to be dead not to take notice of the muscles that had formed on his arms and chest. When she’d seen him last, at the coronation, she’d found him fetching, but now… It looked as if he’d packed on a hundred pounds of muscle since that night. Sweat had soaked his tunic, and it clung and molded to his pecs and biceps.

      She crossed her legs at the ache that began at the sight, then cleared her throat to dislodge the thickness that had formed there. When she spoke again, her voice came out like a squeak. “What brings you into Hobble Glen?”

      The question wasn’t a particularly hard one, but he blinked at her as if he wasn’t sure how to answer it. Was it the way her voice had sounded? Goddess help her, he could tell she was smitten by him. Humiliation threatened to knock the air from her lungs again.

      “I… Uh… I…” He looked away from her, taking interest in his shoes.

      She licked her lips and waited. When he didn’t answer, she tried her best to make a joke. “Is it a secret mission for the palace? Are you working with the Guard now?” Aaaand she was a complete idiot. What if he was? He was the brother of the king after all. Now he was in the awkward situation of having to sidestep her question if she’d hit too close to home.

      “I’m sorry,” she blurted. “You don’t need to answer that. I was trying to be funny.”

      The corner of his mouth twitched. “It’s that obvious I don’t belong in the Guard, eh?”

      She flustered beside him. “No! Not at all. I just assumed as the king’s brother you’d be on more exciting missions than to Hobble Glen, not to mention that if you were on a mission, you couldn’t admit as much to the likes of me. I didn’t mean to put you on the spot.”

      He snorted. “I’m not on a mission.” He wiped his hands on the thighs of his breeches. “If you must know, I’m… exercising.”

      She balked, giving him a once-over before she could stop herself from being so brazenly rude. “Exercising? Here?”

      “I’m attempting to run to the base of the Dark Mountains and back,” he said evenly, pointing one finger toward the hills beyond Hobble Glen. “I didn’t make it.”

      She couldn’t hold back a snort. “Why? That can’t be more than twenty-five miles. Must be easy enough for a dragon such as yourself.”

      He glanced away, and the truth hit her like a ton of bricks. The cane… He’d used a cane at the coronation. It hadn’t seemed odd to her at the time, considering he’d been recently resurrected. But it had been a full year since then. Was it possible his body was still recovering?

      “Not as easy as you might think.” His face fell.

      Goddess, she was a steaming pile of vilt dung. Horrified at her own rudeness, she stared, open-mouthed and utterly speechless.
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      Fuck! Marius hated that look on her face. Her damned chin was practically on the dirt. This was a disaster. Socialite Harlow would no doubt spread the news about his physical inferiority to every ear in Hobble Glen by the end of the day. Of all the people he didn’t wish to see him like this, she was at the top of the list!

      “You’re doing really well,” she finally blurted, and to her credit, the sentiment sounded genuine. The soft, encouraging tone of her voice had him turning to look at her straight on. “I just now put it together. When Eleanor killed you, your body turned to dust. You aren’t just recovering. You have a brand-new body. You have to train it again like you would if you were just starting out.”

      “A child,” he mumbled, disgusted with himself. He looked away, shaking his head.

      “No.” She shifted on the bench beside him, and he wondered if he was making her uncomfortable. “Not like a child. Like a phoenix.”

      He folded his arms. “Don’t do that. Don’t try to placate me with compliments. I’m not the heir apparent anymore. You don’t owe me anything.”

      She laughed. “If you think I’m blowing smoke up your ass, you don’t know me at all.”

      “I don’t know you at all.” He snorted. “We’ve met at a few functions. Hardly enough time to form an opinion.”

      The smile she’d held in place since he’d sat down faded. “Maybe. I suppose you’re right, although it feels like I know you. I still remember exactly where I was when you won your last championship.”

      “I’ll let you in on a little secret. It was fixed. No one was allowed to best me because I was a royal.”

      She shook her head. “Most of those matches you would have won anyway.”

      He narrowed his eyes on her and snorted. She didn’t look or sound like she was patronizing him, but the comment was entirely unexpected. “What makes you think so?”

      She raised an eyebrow and turned to lean her back against the bench. “Your balance was impeccable. So many dragons make the mistake of planting their heels. It gives them a more secure base, but with the weight of their wings, they have to sacrifice agility. You always stayed on the balls of your feet even when you were tired. It was your secret to reacting quickly. Even if you weren’t the fastest competitor, you would react the fastest because you were already halfway there. Always moving, always ready. Not a single champion from the past ten years has had your balance.”

      Marius was intrigued. He didn’t know many females who enjoyed pit fighting, and even fewer who truly understood anything about the strategy behind the sport. “How do you know so much about fighting? Learn it from your husband?” If she’d watched his matches way back when, she must be married with a few whelps by now.

      “Never married. Never mated.” She lifted her chin as if the statement made her proud, although it was highly unusual for any dragon of her age to still be single.

      Marius took in the woman beside him. He didn’t run in social circles anymore, but she was undeniably attractive, and before his death, she was a popular socialite. Her family’s money would have been a draw, as would her looks. “Do you even realize how strange it is you’re unmarried, or have I been gone so long that Paragonian traditions have changed?”

      She seemed to contemplate that for a moment, her soft smile secretive. She tangled her fingers in her lap before answering. “Traditions haven’t changed. It just hasn’t happened for me.”

      They sat in silence for some time. Marius couldn’t keep his eyes off her. He tried not to stare, but his gaze kept drifting to her side of the bench. She was beautiful, yes. Striking caramel-colored hair and amber eyes. But that wasn’t what fascinated him. Her family was once one of the wealthiest in Paragon, yet she was wearing a common, simple dress with frayed cuffs. Odd. Why had she never married? Would it be rude for him to ask?

      The clock tower at the end of the square started to chime. He sighed. “Fuck.”

      “You have a filthy mouth for a royal heir.”

      “Former heir.”

      “You still live in the palace.” She raised an eyebrow in challenge.

      “I’m an ambassador to the Council of Elders.”

      “You have a filthy mouth for an ambassador.”

      “I’m just disappointed in myself. I’m late again for training. My brother told me if I was late one more time, he wouldn’t coach me anymore.”

      “Which brother?”

      “Colin.”

      She whistled through her teeth. “The Master of the Guard. Damn. You messed up a gig training with the Master of the Obsidian Guard? Yeah, you fucked up.”

      “Now who has the filthy mouth?” He leaned his head back and looked up at the sky. “In my defense, this is the farthest I’ve run in this body. I underestimated how long it would take me.”

      Her smile faded, and she leaned toward him. “I wonder if we might help each other.” Her thumb scrubbed nervous patterns over the back of her opposite hand.

      “What do you have in mind?”

      Harlow’s eyes twinkled mischievously. He wished he knew the secrets flitting like ghosts through her expression.

      “What if I train you?” She tapped her chin three times and then pointed her finger his way. “And you pay me one gold tallon per day to do it.”

      For someone like him, living on an ambassador’s salary, a gold tallon—a hundred dragmars—wasn’t a lot of money, but he snorted anyway. It was such a strange proposal. “Now why would a woman like you want such a position?”

      “That’s my business.” She glanced toward the Silver Sunset. When he didn’t respond for a beat, she added, “We live in a patriarchal society, Marius. Can’t you imagine why a woman might desire her own income, one her father knows nothing about?”

      He could imagine. He slanted her a wry grin and asked, “What makes you qualified to train me?”

      She chuckled. “I’ve been a regular at the pits for almost five hundred years. I’ve even trained a bit, if you must know, although they won’t let me fight, obviously.”

      “Exactly. If you’ve never even competed—”

      “I know how to fight.”

      “But you’ve never fought in the pits. Whoever taught you probably went easy on you.” He was needling her, but he couldn’t let it go. For some reason, he wanted to test what she was made of.

      “Let’s settle this,” she said tersely. “You are concerned that I do not have the skills to train you. I put forth that I do. You’ll never believe me unless I prove it to you. So let me prove it to you.”

      “How exactly do you plan to do that?” He leaned in closer, lids heavy. She smelled good, like water lily and a cool night breeze.

      “Name the time and the place, and I will fight you. If I win, you train with me for the fee we discussed. If I lose, I’ll go home, patch up my dignity, and never bother you again.”

      For some reason, that thought sobered him. He enjoyed speaking with Harlow. It would be a tragedy not to be bothered by her in the future. “I might hurt you.”

      “Dragons heal quickly.” She tipped her head to the side inquisitively.

      “Tomorrow,” he said. “Come to the private training arena at the palace. I’ll give your name to the guardhouse.”

      She beamed at him in a way that made his skin feel warm. “You’re on.” She stood and straightened her dress. “Do you need me to call a carriage to take you back to the palace?”

      He shook his head and pushed himself up from the bench, stifling a groan. “No. I’m fine now.”

      The curve of her lips suggested she was aware of the aches and pains he was still feeling despite his efforts to hide them. But she didn’t mention it. With a wink, she said, “Good to know. I wouldn’t want you to be sore for our match tomorrow.”
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      Harlow adjusted her dress over the training outfit she wore underneath as the carriage she’d rented pulled up to the palace guardhouse. She wouldn’t get far wearing her training clothes anywhere, but dressing like this made her feel hot and confined. She had on too many bulky layers for the tropical climate of the kingdom.

      “Harlow, meeting Marius,” she said to the guard through the window.

      The young dragon inside the tiny house nodded and slapped the seal of the palace on the side of her carriage. “Please proceed.”

      They started to move again, rounding to the back of the palace where the curved stone walls of a private training pit came into view. By the Mountain, the wealth! Her family had once been affluent, but even the wealthiest of her Firedrake neighbors hadn’t boasted a private fighting pit. The facility was magnificent. Nothing short of extravagant.

      Her heart thudded in her chest. Was she really going to do this? It had been a long time since she’d practiced pit fighting. Yes, she had a friend, a former champion, who’d trained her and practiced with her occasionally. She understood far more about the sport than most males. Still, Marius had the height and weight advantage. He was at least twice her size, and she was out of practice. This could go terribly wrong.

      The carriage came to a stop in front of the arena. She helped herself out and paid the driver his fare, tipping generously from her precious stash of hidden dragmars. Inside was a facility far nicer than the Paragonian pits, although slightly smaller. A reception office stood off the main hall with a schedule of practice times. Marius’s name filled the current time slot, and she paused a moment to appreciate his even scrawl. His handwriting was pleasing for a dragon male, but then, she supposed, he’d been schooled as a child to speak and write elegantly. He was to be king, after all.

      Across the hall was a locker room. She silently wished she’d known it was there. She could have used it to change out of her dress instead of wearing her fighting clothes underneath. Next time. If there was a next time.

      The next room was a workout facility with weights and a running track. She audibly gasped when she saw the ring itself. It was a smaller circular space than the one in the pits but in far better condition. The floor was carpeted with pea gravel. She’d learned during her years of training that this was preferable. Dragons were incredibly tough and healed quickly, but injuries still hurt. If she was thrown, she’d skid harmlessly across the gravel. A fighting ring of stone or packed earth would grip and tear at her. Indoor rings sometimes had padded mats, but she knew that was too much to ask for here. Besides, she’d heard the benefits were negligible when it came right down to it.

      Marius wouldn’t coddle her. He’d try to win. She’d have to bring all her skills and more if she was going to convince him to hire her.

      “I wasn’t sure you’d come.” Marius stood behind her, watching her with the profound interest one might give a dancing animal.

      “Why? I said I’d be here. I want this, Marius, and I’m going to prove to you that I’m a worthy coach.”

      “Hmm.” His gaze traced over the frumpy lumps of her dress.

      “I’m not going to fight you in this!” She started unbuttoning her dress at the neck.

      His eyes grew wide, and she couldn’t help but notice another part of his anatomy paid attention as well. “The locker room is there.” He gestured with his hand and looked away from her.

      Harlow paused, the corners of her mouth twitching when she realized the misunderstanding. He thought she was undressing in front of him, and he was interested. Her stomach gave a little jump at the thought, and she was suddenly aware of him, not just as a competitor but as a man.

      Should that worry her? She decided it didn’t. If anything, their mutual attraction was to her benefit. She’d learned to fight from a man. He’d likely never fought a woman. She was not above using that to her advantage.

      “I’ll be quick.” She winked at him, then drifted toward the locker room. Oh, she could have explained that she was fully dressed beneath her outer layer of clothing, but what would that serve? She emerged moments later in her fighting gear, surprised and disappointed to find they were no longer alone. A dark-haired woman with a sword stood with her back to Harlow at the center of the ring, speaking to Marius. As Harlow drew closer, she turned.

      “Avery Tanglewood,” the queen’s sister said by way of introduction. She extended her hand. Harlow pumped it twice awkwardly and gave her a friendly smile. Shaking hands wasn’t a popular gesture in Paragon, although it was practiced occasionally by transplants from other kingdoms.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you again. We spoke briefly at the coronation, but I’m sure you don’t remember me,” Harlow said.

      Avery’s eyes narrowed. “Oh… You’re the old doormaker’s daughter. I remember.”

      An expression she couldn’t quite read passed over the other woman’s face, and Harlow had to take a steadying breath. Everyone knew about her family and her father’s past. Avery probably didn’t trust her. A pit formed in her chest, and Harlow’s confidence melted into the ground. She wished she had her dress back.

      “You probably are wondering why I’m here,” Avery said. “Marius asked me to act as matchkeeper. Have to make sure it’s a fair fight, right?”

      Marius rolled his eyes. “Ironic, considering it’s already unfair.”

      “Why’s that?” Avery asked.

      “Because she’s a female!” he said as if it were perfectly obvious.

      Harlow bristled.

      Avery’s gaze swept between her and Marius, and she gave a low chuckle. “As your matchkeeper, I find nothing unfair about this contest. Take your places.” She backed away and stepped onto the matchkeeper’s platform.

      Harlow cracked her neck and gave her arms and legs a quick stretch before taking her position at the center of the ring. She thought she was ready, but when Marius took his place across from her, she wasn’t sure. He’d removed his shirt, and everything she knew about pit fighting was crowded out of her brain by the magnificence of the man standing in front of her.

      When she’d seen him at the coronation, he’d been thin and pale, still using a cane to walk. No more. His hair might be white and his eyes silver, but his skin was now a healthy golden brown. Dragons could use illusion, but she’d always been able to tell when men layered it on. If Marius was enhancing himself, he wasn’t doing much.

      And the symbols… Goddess, they were beautiful. Dragons couldn’t normally be tattooed because their flesh healed so quickly and thoroughly that their skin pushed out the ink before it could become a permanent part of them. But these tattoos had appeared when Marius rose from the dead, and they were magical. Harlow tried not to gape at the intricate patterns they painted across the muscles of his torso.

      Harlow had never seen a dragon male with anything like them, and she desperately longed to trace them with her fingers. Not only were they exotic, but they shimmered when he moved, making it impossible to ignore any beautiful flex of muscle that was happening in his chest and abs.

      His silvery-white wings arched over his shoulders. “See something you like?”

      Her gaze shot up to meet his. Crap. She’d been staring. Ogling, really. Her mouth felt dry. She swallowed.

      He smirked.

      Her eyes narrowed. Oh hell no. Two could play at this game. Slowly, as if a good stretch brought her all the pleasure in the world, she unfolded her wings.

      Harlow had stood facing the sun for a reason. She’d always been complimented on her looks. She was naturally thin and enjoyed staying fit, and her caramel-colored hair and amber-hazel eyes were rare in a dragon female. Eye-catching, she’d been told. But she knew her wings were something dragon males found extremely erotic. Every one of her past partners had mentioned them. They were gold with flecks of deep amber the same color as her eyes. Her scales reflected a spattering of light around her as she stretched them out to her sides.

      Now who was ogling whom? His eyes widened and his mouth gaped.

      She scoffed. “See something you like?”

      “Something I’d like to strangle,” he said under his breath.

      Avery cleared her throat to get their attention. “The rules are simple. There are two ways to win. The first is to knock your opponent out or injure them to the point they cannot rise from the ground within ten seconds. The second is to force them from the ring and keep them outside the boundary for ten seconds.” She pointed at a dark ridge of wood that circled them, about three feet from the edge of the ring. “No beheadings. Excessive use of talons near the neck area may result in a disqualification. All other moves are permitted.”

      The same rules as always. No surprises.

      “At your ready…” Avery raised a red flag.

      Harlow tipped onto the balls of her feet, bent her knees, and raised her hands and her wings. Fighting stance. Marius did the same. She noticed immediately that he was favoring his left leg. It was slight, but she picked up on the subtle imbalance. She could use that.

      Avery released the flag. “Fight!”
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      Marius didn’t want to hit her. On the contrary, he desperately wanted to fuck her. His dragon had taken one look at those golden wings and rushed against his skin. He wondered if they’d feel as silky as they looked. A vision of her above him filled his mind, those wings like a sunrise, her full breasts bouncing with his thrusts, her luscious red mouth—

      Pow.

      Her right hook landed against his left cheek with such force he spun around and skidded face-first into the pebbles. Ouch.

      “Just stay down, Marius,” she said. “We can end this now and start training tomorrow. My fee is a mere hundred dragmars per day. I can make you a champion.”

      He narrowed his eyes. Was that laughter he heard in her voice? By the Mountain, it was. He’d love to spend more time with Harlow, but not like this. Not… emasculated. He wanted her respect, not her pity.

      “Six… five…” Avery’s voice counted down in the background.

      With one beat of his wings, Marius lifted from the ground and spun toward Harlow, avoiding the kick she’d thrown and dipping low to jab toward her gut. She spun out of the way, skimming along the side of his arm while yanking his wrist forward, setting him off-balance. At the same time, her leg swept into his right knee.

      Fuck. He tumbled forward, tucked in his wings, and somersaulted across the ring. He caught himself just short of out of bounds. Popping off the gravel, he turned toward her again. He circled at the outer boundary, watching her now as he would a true competitor. She was good. Really good. He could dismiss that first hit as a lucky blow. He’d been distracted. His fault. But that last move was a sophisticated counterattack. Not only had she seen through his fake and avoided his blow, she’d used his momentum against him and successfully targeted his strong side. Which meant she’d detected the slight imbalance in his gait.

      She, however, had no such imbalance. She practically floated over the gravel, her hips low and even. She looked ready for anything.

      He surged forward, faked an uppercut with his right and hooked his left toward her head. It was like he was moving in slow motion. She bent backward, her wings flaring parallel to the ground, and his punch landed harmlessly in the air above her. She snatched his arm and kicked up into his gut with her right foot, throwing him over her head. He somersaulted again, scrambling to his feet in time to see her recover like she was a puppet on strings. Her back had almost brushed the ground, and somehow, despite throwing his superior weight, she hadn’t fallen. She was ready again, watching him like a hungry predator.

      Narrowing his eyes, he analyzed her stance, her prior moves. As he circled her, it was clear she was attempting to keep a gap between them. He had the longer reach. He had the size advantage. Clearly, her strategy was to use her slighter and more agile frame to dodge his attacks and strike while he was off-balance. But her strikes weren’t as powerful as his, and she was half his size and less than half his weight. If he wanted to win this, he’d have to get in close and keep her there.

      He rushed in. She tried to dodge, but he caught the talon of her wing with his. She landed a blow to his gut. He absorbed the pain and used her position to lock his other wing with hers. Unable to pull away, she let her feet dance between his, alternating between his ankles and his knees. Goddess, she was good. She successfully tripped him twice, but because he was locked with her, when she righted herself, she righted him as well.

      He punched into her sides, her face. This time, he didn’t hold back. She blocked every blow, but he could tell she was tiring. This type of close fighting could drain even the best fighters. She twisted and stomped, but he used his larger talons and size advantage to keep her entwined with him. If he went down, she would too.

      He saw the moment that very idea sparked behind her eyes. Her arms locked around his neck, her legs around his hips, and she fell backward.

      Marius instinctively broke their fall with his elbows, not wanting to crush her no matter how badly he wanted to win. He lowered her softly to the gravel and settled between her thighs, hard as a rock in an instant. Their gazes locked. Her lips were so close he could taste her breath. She softened beneath him, her fingers digging into the back of his hair in a way that was nothing short of carnal. He lowered his lips toward hers.

      “Seven… six…”

      With a powerful thrust of her hips and wings, she flipped him onto his back, straddled him, and pinned his wrists beside his head. Her golden eyes twinkled in the afternoon light. He started to resist. He could easily flip her back. But she ground her hips against his. With one subtle tuck, she rubbed along his cock, and the hard tips of her breasts brushed his bare chest. And just like that, all his will to win leaked out and soaked into the ground like spilled wine. His inner dragon stretched languorously, hoping for a belly rub.

      He could move. He could win. But goddess, he had no desire to. Was that feral heat flashing in her eyes? He slanted her a languid, wolfish grin and raised his hips to grind against her.

      “Ten!”

      She was off him in a heartbeat, arms raised. She jumped into the air, whooping her victory. He frowned and tried to imagine an icy bath to cool his throbbing erection.

      Avery grasped Harlow’s hand and raised it above their heads. “I declare Harlow the winner!” As Harlow squealed her victory to the heavens, the witch’s gaze caught on his obvious erection, widened, and then darted back to Harlow, who seemed completely oblivious to his plight. Avery cleared her throat, cheeks flushing. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to find Xavier.” She rushed from the pit without another word.

      Thank the goddess. He adjusted himself in his breeches and brushed pebbles from his clothing, watching Harlow through heavy, hungry eyes. She stopped jumping for joy as he neared. Her smile faded. Her eyes were warm honey and her lips parted, begging to be kissed. But before he could get within an arm’s length of her, she strutted toward the locker room.

      “We start training tomorrow!” she called. “I’ll expect my payment up front.” She disappeared, leaving him hard, sweaty, and alone.
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      For the love of the goddess, Harlow was going to burst into flames. She changed quickly into her dress and hastened to her waiting carriage, thanking her lucky stars that Marius had vacated the arena. Holy dragon fire, the chemistry between them was off the charts. She couldn’t remember ever wanting someone like this. If he was hers, she’d have run her hands over his chest and traced every one of those symbols with her tongue. She’d reach into his breeches and learn exactly what that hard length under her would feel like in her hand.

      And that was enough of that! She mentally slapped herself. This project was about training a fighter and making enough money to buy her independence. The last thing she needed was to muddy the waters with sex.

      No way could she train that closely with him again, though. She’d end up a moaning mass of need. Which meant she was going to need help. And she knew just where to go to get it.

      She knocked on the sliding door between her and the driver. “Take me to 13 Bellweather Lane in the quarry district.”

      “It’ll be an extra dragmar.”

      She did a quick calculation in her head. She’d have to walk or fly home, but it couldn’t be avoided. She nodded at the face beyond the window. The door slid shut and they were off.

      Twenty minutes later, she pulled up to a simple home in a row of similarly simple homes on a quiet street lined with jewel dust and the occasional trundle tree. She paid her driver. It occurred to her that she should have sent a falcon. What if he wasn’t home?

      Lifting her skirts, she navigated the weed-obscured stepping-stones to the front door and knocked. Inside, a baby started to cry. Harlow internally kicked herself again for not sending a falcon. She’d forgotten about the baby.

      When the door opened, an exhausted-looking woman gave her a hasty once-over. Pieces of her brunette hair had fallen out of its bun, and she tucked them behind her ears. “Can I help you?” She bounced a whelp on her hip, and judging by the boy’s tearstained cheeks, he must have been the one she’d heard crying.

      “You must be Aiden. Is Brantley home?”

      “Who’s asking?” The woman scowled at her.

      “I’m Harlow… of Darium, the doormaker. Brantley and I were school chums at Rawkfist Academy.”

      Brantley’s oversized grin appeared in the space above Aiden, his dark blond hair protruding wildly from the crown of his head.

      “Did I hear that Hairy Harlow has graced our door with her presence?”

      She offered him a familiar smile. “Brant the brat. How the hell are you?”

      He allowed the whelp to grab his finger and tousled the babe’s hair. “Pretty good, I’d say! Two strapping lads and a wonderful partner to help raise them.” He gave the woman a passionless kiss on the side of the head. “Have you met Aiden?”

      “No. But you told me about her last time we spoke at the pits. Haven’t seen you there in a while.”

      He shrugged. “Been a bit busy.”

      Aiden blinked at her in such a way that Harlow wondered if she was sleeping with her eyes open. She adjusted the baby on her hip.

      “Brant, is there somewhere we can talk privately? Just for a minute,” Harlow asked.

      He whispered something in Aiden’s ear, and the woman drifted off toward the center of the house. He stepped outside and closed the door behind him. “Come round back.”

      She followed him to a set of simple wooden chairs propped in an overgrown garden and took a seat.

      “I’d offer you a tribiscal wine, but I’m afraid we don’t often splurge around here. Parenthood is expensive, and the quarry isn’t paying what it used to.”

      “I’ve heard.”

      “It’s the revolution. Now that markets are open, gold from Nochtbend is all the rage. People aren’t spending as much on gemstones.”

      “It’ll come back. The economy is just adjusting to the new world.”

      “Yeah.”

      She shifted in her chair. “Actually, money is why I’m here. I’m in a jam. I have an opportunity I think could help us both.”

      He tipped his head and gave her an exasperated frown. “I was serious about what I said before. What I did was a onetime thing. I can never do it again, and I can’t go back there.” He lowered his voice on the last part. She didn’t blame him. If anyone else knew he’d conspired to throw a match so he could split the winnings of a friend’s bet on his competitor, he’d be in a ton of trouble. Only Harlow, who knew Brantley’s talent and fighting style so well, had seen through the ruse. She’d never divulged his secret to anyone.

      She shook her head. “That’s not why I’m here. I’d never ask you to do that.”

      “Oh.” His guilty expression morphed into a shallow smile. “Sorry… It’s just when you said this was about money… I assumed.”

      “I know you regret what you did.”

      “Enough that I can’t face the other fighters again. Even Aiden doesn’t know. She thinks I quit for family reasons. Nice story but not true. It was all shame.” He sank into his chair. “My winnings did pay for my eldest’s tuition at Rawkfist.”

      Rawkfist was the premier private school in Paragon. Harlow had attended because at the time her parents were wealthy nobles. Brantley had gotten in on a rare needs-based scholarship set up by Eleanor to win over commoner support for her reign. That’s how it was then. The rich would do just enough to keep the poor complacent.

      Back then, she hadn’t thought about it much, but becoming poor herself had brought her a level of clarity on the topic she’d never expected. Brantley’s father was a laborer who’d won the royal lottery, which meant Brantley became the token poor kid in an otherwise elitist academy. It was no secret who his parents were, or more importantly weren’t, and the pressure to avoid him was high. But the moment he’d won his first school pit match, she’d been intrigued. Her love for the game had led to a fast friendship that had only deepened over the years, to her parents’ dismay. They would have preferred her to keep her distance and spend more time with friends in her own social class.

      Funny—now that she was poor, those so-called friends her parents loved wouldn’t give her the time of day. But Brantley was still Brantley. Solid as always. Maybe that’s why she refused to judge him for the choice he made to throw the match. In the same place, she wasn’t sure she wouldn’t do the same.

      “This is nothing like that,” she said. “I’ve been hired to coach someone.”

      “Coach them in what?”

      “Pit fighting.”

      He gave a throaty laugh. “You’re kidding.”

      She shook her head.

      “Don’t get me wrong, Harlow. You know more about pit fighting than anyone in Paragon aside from me. But you’re a female.”

      “I’ve kicked your ass before.”

      “In the practice ring. It’s different in the pits. Who exactly hired you as their coach?”

      She paused, wondering if it was a good idea to share too much. But if she was going to convince him to be a sparring partner, he had to know whom he’d be fighting. “Marius.”

      His eyes narrowed in concentration, then widened as his eyebrows rose in shallow increments. “Royal, the-boy-who-might’ve-been-king Marius?”

      She nodded. “He was raised from the dead. He has… physical challenges. He’s trying to get back into it.”

      “And he hired you.”

      She sighed. “I was in the right place at the right time.”

      “What does this have to do with me?”

      “I need a sparring partner for him. I can’t coach him and be his partner. I’d pay you.”

      He stared at her for a beat. “You’re serious.”

      She nodded.

      “So, I spar with this guy a few days a week, and you would pay me. How much are you talking?”

      Harlow did a quick calculation in her head. “Fifteen dragmars a day.”

      He scoffed. “Find someone else.”

      “Twenty!”

      “Make it twenty-five and you have a deal.”

      Her stomach clenched and her lips barely moved as she said through her teeth, “Fine. Three days per week.” She’d do exercises with him on the off days.

      “It will have to be in the afternoons after my shift at the quarry. Aiden’s going to hate it, but I’ll convince her when she hears about the money.”

      “One weekend morning?” Harlow needed to test her champion at various times a day.

      “Fair.”

      They both stared out across his property, at the back of the house behind him.

      “I can’t believe you scored this position. You’re a phenom, Harlow. Fuck, if you ever get married, your husband is going to have his hands full.”

      A small part of her flinched at the thought. He made marriage sound like a cage. If she was forced to marry, would she end up like Aiden, looking like the walking dead with a whelp on her hip? It wasn’t the whelp that scared her. She’d always thought she wanted children. She loved children. She just didn’t understand why that meant she couldn’t also pursue her interests. But she didn’t want to rock the boat and risk Brant backing out, so she changed the subject.

      “Can I ask you something about being married?”

      “Sure.” He shrugged.

      “Did you ever tell Aiden about… you know?” Her eyes flicked to his, and she bobbed her brows.

      He looked over both shoulders. “You mean about being bisexual?”

      She nodded.

      “We’re married, not mated. She knows. So does everyone at the pits. It’s not a secret. I have… partners. It’s not about exclusivity for us.”

      Harlow nodded slowly. Their relationship wasn’t anything she pictured for herself, but if it made him happy, who was she to say anything about it?

      He studied her face. “Wait… Harlow, is that why you’re not married yet? You’re not holding out for love, are you?”

      She balked. “Is it so wrong to want a mate?”

      “No, but… You’re almost five hundred years old. You know everyone in the kingdom. If your mate existed, you would have met them by now.”

      She sighed heavily. “I’m not so sure about that. Maybe my perfect partner is from another kingdom. Maybe I just need to give fate time to bring us together.”

      “You’re a hopeless romantic.”

      “Maybe. I just don’t see what’s in it for me. I mean settling. If I take a husband just for the sake of having one, he’ll expect me to cook and clean and have his babies. I’m much happier on my own.”

      “You don’t feel like you’re missing out on children?”

      “Not at all. Dragons are immortal. I have plenty of time.”

      “But dragon females are rare. You must know that every year you wait, people are going to pressure you to take a partner.”

      “They already are.” She looked down at her fingers. “Actually, that’s why I’m doing this. I’m hoping to use the money I earn to rent my own place. My parents are starting to pressure me to marry. I figure if I move out and pay my own way, they’ll have nothing to say about it.”

      He whistled through his teeth.

      “Yeah. I know.” It was unheard of for an unmarried female to live alone. It wasn’t illegal; it just never happened. “Don’t worry about me. I have a plan. I’m going to be okay. And thanks to your help, my fighter is going to win.”

      He studied her for a moment. “Goddess, you’re not just planning to train him. You’re planning to bet on him in the pits.”

      She examined her nails. “Maybe, if he’s any good. Honestly, I think he has the makings of a champion.”

      Brant rubbed his hands together. “I’m in, Harlow. I know that look on your face, and I can practically hear the coins clinking together inside your skull.”

      She stood and kissed him on the cheek. “Good. We start tomorrow.”
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      Raven strode down the hall toward the dining room, a receipt from the court accountant in her hand. She smiled when she saw Gabriel and Charlie already at the table. They were laughing about something, Charlie’s voice a tinkling bell. But it was the look on Gabriel’s face that melted her heart. Her big, broody dragon husband was beaming as if his entire body were filled with light instead of fire. To see them like this, totally happy, was milk and honey to her soul.

      “What did I miss?” she asked through her own smile. “You two look like you’re having fun.”

      “Charlie was showing me her new trick,” Gabriel said, raising an eyebrow.

      “Another one?” As much as Raven enjoyed watching Charlie discover her powers, it was a little nerve-racking not to know when or where something new would appear. She tried to keep her expression positive and excited as she looked at her daughter and said, “Show me what you can do.”

      Charlie opened her hand, and Gabriel placed a small round sapphire into it. Raven glanced skeptically at him, but he tipped his head toward Charlie. The little girl made a face like she was concentrating hard. The stone lifted off her palm and floated in the air.

      Raven applauded. “Levitation! Good work, Charlie!”

      The stone fell back into her hand, and she closed it into her fist.

      “She’s not done,” Gabriel said around a tight smile.

      Charlie looked up at her mother and opened her fist. A butterfly fluttered off her palm and danced between them, as bright blue as the gem she had transformed.

      “Oh, Charlie, that’s incredible! Transfiguration, too? Good girl!” Raven beamed at her daughter. The butterfly balled in on itself and turned again into a stone, dropping to the ground near her toes.

      “It never lasts,” Charlie said sadly.

      “Don’t you worry about that,” Raven said. “It will last longer with practice.” She kissed her daughter’s cheek. “Such a smart girl we have.”

      “What’s that?” Gabriel turned his attention to the paper in Raven’s hand.

      “It’s a receipt from the royal accountant. Marius has withdrawn a large sum of money from his account to pay for pit training.”

      “So? Colin told me it’s helping him recover physically from the trauma of his resurrection. He said Marius has recovered almost all the mobility in his leg since they’ve been working together, but he’s too busy to train him anymore.”

      “Right.” She tucked her hair behind her ear. “Did he happen to mention who Marius had hired to be his new trainer?”

      His gaze settled on the firm line of her mouth. “No, but I’m beginning to fear his choice may be problematic.”

      “Normally it would be none of my business where Marius spends his money. It’s his money. But when he mentioned what the money was for, the accountant thought I should know for reasons of palace security.”

      “Don’t keep me in suspense.”

      “Harlow.”

      “Darium’s daughter?”

      “The one and only.”

      “You know, I believed we were doing the right thing letting Darium off the hook for his alleged support of Eleanor, Raven. After all, there was evidence he’d distanced himself from my mother in the months before the revolution. But I don’t trust this family. He may not have been on the Highborn Council, but he was a nobleman, always on the fringes of political society. He benefited greatly from Eleanor’s reign.” Gabriel worked his jaw back and forth.

      “We took away Darium’s position. His business folded. Does he even have the resources to be considered a threat?”

      “They have resources. Hundreds of years of amassed wealth and a network of influential friends. I’m sure Darium has already broken ground on a new venture. We took his business, but there’s no law against him working. And now his daughter is training Marius in pit fighting?” Gabriel narrowed his eyes at the paper from Raven’s hands and made a face at the amount. “For an impressive wage.”

      “Suspicious, right?”

      Gabriel nodded.

      Raven sighed. “We did invite her to the coronation for a reason. She isn’t to blame for her father’s actions.”

      “But you also don’t completely trust her.” Gabriel leaned against the table, looking equally concerned.

      “No.” Raven sighed. “It’s just… Marius is vulnerable. He’s never quite recovered from the trauma he endured in that in-between place Eleanor kept him. Someone like Harlow could prey on his insecurities.”

      “Does Marius know about Darium’s punishment? Does he know that Harlow might be doing something… desperate to reclimb the social ladder?”

      “I doubt it. He’s barely left palace grounds the past year. And it’s not something we ever talk about. He saw her at the coronation. I’m sure he assumes she’s still part of high society.”

      “A socialite he thought would make a fine pit coach?” Gabriel squinted his eyes as if he just couldn’t make sense of it.

      Charlie picked the gem up off the floor and waved it around above her head as if she were making it fly. “It’s because of his bad dreams,” the little girl said absently.

      Raven paused and squatted down in front of her daughter. “Is Marius having bad dreams, baby?”

      “Really bad ones.” Her mouth bent into a frown. “They scare me, Mommy. There are monsters and fire. Uncle stabbed a suit of armor because he thought it was a bad guy.”

      Raven felt her heart skip and took Charlie gently by the shoulders. “Is that what Uncle Marius told you?”

      “No, that’s what I saw in his dream.” Her bottom lip quivered. “It made me very sad. It was dark and the monsters were scary.”

      “You… you saw Uncle Marius’s dreams?” Raven’s throat tightened and her voice heightened in pitch.

      Charlie lowered her chin and looked at Raven through her lashes. “Don’t be mad, Mommy.”

      “Oh, I’m not angry, sweetheart. But just like you showed me about the rock, it’s important Daddy and I know about this. How many times has this happened?”

      “This many.” Charlie held up four fingers. “And one time with Aunt Avery. But her dreams aren’t scary. They’re beautiful.”

      Raven studied her daughter. “Aunt Avery isn’t fighting monsters in her dreams?”

      “No. She’s flying, and the light is so bright.”

      Raven glanced at Gabriel, but he just gave an almost imperceptible shake of his head. He didn’t understand this magic either. Raven took a breath, smiled sweetly at her daughter, and forced the muscles in her face and shoulders to relax.

      “Well, now that I know Uncle Marius is having nightmares, I will just have to find a way to help him sleep better. I’m sure we can scare those silly nightmares away.”

      “Oh, he already has. He doesn’t have the bad dreams on days he fights.”

      “Fighting stops his nightmares?”

      Charlie nodded.

      “Has this happened with anyone else? Do you see Mommy’s or Daddy’s dreams? Or Uncle Colin’s?”

      Charlie shook her head.

      “Thank you for telling me about this, Charlie.” She kissed her daughter on the cheek and stood.

      Charlie went back to playing with the gem in her hand.

      “What do you think it means?” Gabriel asked.

      “I thought she might be developing psychic abilities, but I don’t think it’s a coincidence that she’s only seeing Avery’s and Marius’s dreams. I used her blood to bring them back from the dead.”

      “You brought me back from the dead with your blood. You don’t see my dreams.”

      “We already had a bond. I had your tooth. We were already connected metaphysically, and I’d only recently absorbed your power. I might as well have been bringing you back with your own blood.”

      He rubbed his chin. “But Charlie wasn’t connected to the others.”

      “No. She isn’t like anyone, and her magic is something I’ve never seen before.”

      “So you think her blood has forged a psychic connection with her aunt and uncle.”

      “It seems possible.”

      Gabriel tapped the papers in her hand. “What should we do about Harlow?”

      “In light of what we’ve just learned? Nothing. If Harlow is keeping Marius from experiencing these nightmares, we can’t interrupt that until I figure out what’s happening with Charlie and break the bond between them. I don’t want her experiencing the darkness and monsters in his head.”

      Gabriel nodded. “We are in agreement on that.”

      Raven sighed. “I’ll figure it out.”

      Gabriel kissed her lightly on the lips. “I know you will, little witch. You always do.”
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      Marius tied his long pale hair back at the base of his neck. He’d received a falcon to meet Harlow at the practice arena that afternoon. Part of him couldn’t wait. That part of him was in his pants. The rest of him desperately wanted out of this agreement.

      He’d given his word that if she bested him in a match, he’d let her train him. He needed a coach, and she was undeniably talented and knowledgeable when it came to pit fighting. The problem was, she was also achingly beautiful, and he couldn’t very well fight with a perpetual hard-on for her.

      “Fuck it,” he murmured, punching the wall of the locker room hard enough for it to hurt before striding out toward the arena. Harlow was already there. With another man. An attractive man with blond hair and eyes the color of new foliage. A man whose death and resurrection hadn’t scarred him with symbols like some sort of weird zombie experiment. Fucker.

      His inner dragon growled possessively. He squelched it by coughing into his hand. He had zero right to feel any sort of way toward Harlow. He hardly knew her. Still, the corners of his mouth felt heavy as he neared the other man. He was scowling. He tried to stop and failed.

      “Who is this?” he barked.

      Harlow beamed at him as if he were as cheery as a flower in the first rays of sunshine. “Marius, right on time! I’d like you to meet Brantley. Brant is a retired pit champion. He’s generously agreed to be your sparring partner.”

      Brant waved. “Not that generously. She’s paying me.” He turned back to Harlow. “I expect to be paid, Hairy. Don’t try to weasel out of it.”

      “Yes. Right. Of course.” She smoothed the waist of her dress.

      “Hairy?” Marius asked.

      Harlow ignored his comment. “Marius, do you have my payment?”

      Marius dug in his satchel and pulled out a pouch of thirty gold tallons—three thousand dragmars. He dropped the pouch into her hands. Her jaw popped open when she looked inside and counted it. “This is… more than we discussed.”

      “It’s for the entire cycle,” Marius said flatly. Never mind that he understood they would not train together every day. He’d decided to pay her as if they would. She must need it if she was willing to fight for it. “Easier for the accountant. Fewer transactions.”

      She didn’t argue about the discrepancy. He watched her swallow hard and her eyes grow glossy. There was need in those eyes, like she was hungry and the purse in her hands meant a solid meal. It was a silly thought. Harlow had never wanted for anything. She was probably doing this out of boredom and a need for some spending money that was free from her father’s control. Still, he watched her curiously as she counted out a portion for Brantley and then put the rest in her bag with trembling hands. Odd.

      When she turned back to the arena, she composed herself. “Now that the formalities are out of the way, let’s start with balance exercises.”

      “Balance exercises?” Marius grunted. In all his years of training as a youth, he’d never performed exercises strictly for balance. They were always incorporated into some other move. “We’re not going to spar?”

      “Not yet,” she said. “You’re still favoring your left leg. We need to balance you out or nothing else I teach you is going to be effective.”

      He grunted again. At least Brantley didn’t look that thrilled with the idea either.

      Harlow stepped down into the arena and lowered herself into a fighting stance. “Follow what I do.”

      Marius gave a low chuckle. “I can’t even see what you’re doing, Hairy. Your skirt’s in the way.”

      She sighed and undid a button over her hip. His mouth went completely dry as she stepped out of the skirt and tossed it aside, leaving her in a set of formfitting breeches designed for a man. Fuck. And then to add insult to injury, she spread her wings. Goddess, he needed water.

      Thank all that was holy, she wasn’t watching him. She lowered herself into a low lunge, her fists up to defend her face. “Now do what I do.” With all her weight on one leg, she squatted low and circled her other leg until her ankles crossed. Then she switched and circled her opposite leg. She continued the intricate steps, holding her wings steady while incorporating a series of fast, precise punches and sweeping blocks.

      Marius tried to follow and soon discovered that Harlow had been right. He hadn’t even been aware of it, but the exercises were far harder when his weight was on his left leg. Soon, he was panting hard and sweating profusely. The worst part was that Brantley made it look easy. His hair was still perfect. If anything, he looked bored.

      Where the hell did she find this guy? Was he a lover? A friend? How did they know each other? When they’d spoken, they’d stood too close to each other to be just friends. Harlow was stunning; of course he was her lover or wanted to be. Perhaps he was the one who had taught her to fight. Someone must have, and it wasn’t another woman.

      The thought ate at him as he attempted to pivot and face the opposite direction. His shoulder slammed into the gravel. When had he lost his balance?

      Harlow’s face appeared above his, and she held out her hand to help him up.

      He avoided it and scrambled to his feet.

      “Get some water and we start again.”

      Dark clouds pressed in around him, and he shot Brantley a deadly look before walking to the water station to pour himself a glass. Fucker. If he was her lover, he hadn’t done the honorable thing and married her. He was probably using her. His dragon chuffed and twisted. He couldn’t wait to fight the bastard.

      Marius chugged his water and returned to his spot, more determined than ever. He was going to get strong, and he was going to fight Brantley. And the first time he was good enough to pound the guy’s head into the stones, he was going to enjoy it.

      But after two more rounds of exercises, Harlow glanced at the clock and clapped her hands together. “That’s all for today. We’ll meet again tomorrow.”
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      “You’re paying me a lot just to dance next to this guy,” Brant murmured at the start of their third session. Harlow shot him a look out of the corner of her eye. She knew Marius was doing his best, but whatever damage his situation had caused was taking more time to heal than she’d expected.

      For three training sessions, they’d practiced the same exercises. On off days, Marius was supposed to be doing the exercises Colin had given him. Marius was so close to mastering this routine. She could already see his left hip had loosened significantly since they started. Brantley’s voiced impatience was echoed in Marius’s angry glances. But she knew what she was doing. She had to wait until it was perfect. The groundwork for everything she would teach him lay in this footwork.

      “He’s close, Brantley. Stick with the program. The fundamentals are important.”

      “If you say so. Honestly, his balance might be better if he pulled the stick out of his ass.”

      “Brant,” she hissed. “Stop it.”

      “He hasn’t broken a smile in three sessions, Harlow. Goddess. I get why you find him attractive—”

      “I don’t—”

      “He’s a Greek god. A dark and brooding presence. Hell, he turns me on, but—”

      “That’s not what this is about—”

      “He’s a royal pain in the ass with that attitude. What did you sign us up for?”

      She nudged him to shut him up when Marius returned from the water station. Brant was right. Marius’s scowl was more pronounced than ever, and he was looking at Brant like he wanted to pull his spleen out through his nostril.

      “One more time and we’ll break for the day,” Harlow said. “As we’ve practiced. I’m going to observe.”

      The two men fell into line and started the exercises. As he had day after day, Brantley performed the moves perfectly, effortlessly. But she had to smile when Marius did the same. His performance was not effortless. His muscles flexed and shook with his exertion. At the turning points when he had to switch his weight onto his weak leg, she wondered how he held it together. But he stayed on his toes, hips low, gritting his teeth and ending the routine in perfect position.

      She clapped her hands and bounced on her toes. “Perfect, Marius! Excellent. You’ve officially graduated balance.”

      He rose from the crouch he was in, and for the first time that day, a smile flitted across his face. It didn’t stay there for long.

      Brantley slapped his shoulder. “Nice work, man.”

      The look Marius shot him could have soldered iron. She announced the end of class and that they’d start sparring the following session. Brantley abandoned the arena for the locker room.

      “What is wrong with you?” She grabbed Marius’s elbow before he could follow after him. “You’ve been rude to Brant from the moment you stepped into this arena.”

      He scowled. “We wouldn’t want to be rude to Brantley. Might injure his fragile self-esteem.”

      “Seriously? Marius, what in Hades is your problem with Brant? You’re acting like a child.”

      “You should have cleared a potential sparring partner with me,” he said accusingly.

      She scrunched her brows together. “What’s wrong with Brant? He owed me a favor, and he’s the best I could get on short notice. Do you two have some sort of history I don’t know about?”

      Marius glanced away from her. “No. It’s not my history with him that bothers me.” He mumbled the last part under a growl, and Harlow barely made out his words. Once she put it together, she started to laugh.

      “Do I amuse you?” He wiped a towel across his sweat-stained forehead.

      “Honestly, yes. You think I have a romantic history with Brant, and it makes you jealous.” She raised her chin and preened. “It’s very flattering.”

      “Hardly.” He scoffed and rolled his eyes. “I’m paying you a small fortune. I don’t want you to be distracted by your quivering loins.”

      “Did I seem distracted to you today?” She took a step closer to him, flashing him an insouciant grin.

      “It was hard to see anything with him standing so close to you. He was practically wrapped around you at our last break.”

      “It was a break. Why would that bother you?”

      “It’s the principle, Harlow. For the love of the goddess, if you’re going to be my trainer, I don’t need to be distracted with personal displays of affection between you two. If this is going to work, you’ll need to find someone else.” He mopped his chest aggressively.

      She stepped in closer and grabbed his towel in a firm grip. “What if I told you that Brantley is not and has never been my lover?”

      He snorted. “Right.” He tugged at the towel, but she pulled it closer.

      “He’s married with two whelps.” She stepped in closer, their hands sandwiched between their bodies, still gripping the towel. Those strange silver eyes locked on to hers, and a flock of butterflies took off in her stomach. “We’re old school chums. Have known each other since childhood. And between you and me, if he were going to pursue one of us, it would likely be you. You’re more his type.”

      Marius’s face softened, and he lowered his head toward hers. “He’s not a past lover who taught you to fight?”

      “No.” She chuckled. “He did teach me to fight, but we were never lovers.”

      He leaned in. Was he going to kiss her? Her nipples tightened, her breasts straining against her dress. Her core clenched at the possibility. She wanted him. That hadn’t changed, and having him near her, half naked and covered in sweat, certainly wasn’t helping to inhibit her desire. Her fingers itched to stroke the velvet smoothness of his wings. His woodsy scent filled her nose.

      “So you’re not involved with anyone now?” he asked softly. His hand lifted as if he intended to cup her face.

      She released the towel and swaggered back, smiling and shaking her head. Her gaze dropped to his erection. No one could miss it in his fighting breeches. An overwhelming desire to take that erection in her hand was almost her undoing, but she forced her spine straight and smoothed the front of her dress.

      “The last thing I’d ever want to do is distract you, Marius.”

      “Harlow—”

      Before she lost her resolve, she strode toward the exit and the carriage waiting to take her home.
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      Everything hurt. Marius strode through the palace, muscles aching from his physical training and his balls blue from unresolved sexual tension with Harlow. Fuck. Why had he tipped his hand? Now she knew without a doubt he wanted her. At least he’d discovered she was unencumbered. He sensed she wanted him too, even if she didn’t act on it today. She was definitely flirting with him.

      Who was he kidding? He looked like a ghost and had been dead for three hundred years. Not exactly the definition of what women wanted. And she was a socialite. Every polished young dragon male was likely sniffing at her doorstep. Those wings. Who could stop themselves from wanting her after seeing those delicate works of gold? His dick twitched just thinking about them.

      “Oh my, what did the kitten do to make you want to kill it?” Raven appeared in front of him, dressed in a gown that made it impossible to forget she was the queen, although he’d started to think of her as a sister over these last months.

      He forced a shallow smile. “Hmmm. No kitten involved. You caught me coming from the training arena. I’m afraid this body isn’t used to such hard work.”

      “Charlie says you haven’t been sleeping well. You’ve been having nightmares.”

      “She told you about that, huh?”

      “She did.”

      “Avery too. We compared notes, but my dreams and her dreams are as different as dreams can be.”

      “Charlie mentioned that too.” Raven brushed her sleeve, as if any dust would dare cling to the perfectly pressed gown she was wearing. “I’d like to do some additional magical investigation on your condition—sketch the symbols on your torso. If I have a detailed drawing of each of the different symbols, I can research their historical magical usage and maybe determine what’s causing your nightmares.”

      The fatigue he was feeling before seemed to double as he thought about his visions. “There are thirteen. Different symbols, I mean. They appear multiple times on my body. There are seventy-eight overall, but it’s because the thirteen repeat.”

      “Fascinating. Can I send Alexander to you to draw them for me?”

      He gave her a single nod. “There’s something you should know. The nightmare Charlie saw—it doesn’t only happen when I’m asleep.”

      Her hand went to her lips. “You have visions when you’re awake?”

      “Twice.”

      “We’ll get to the bottom of it, Marius. I promise you.”

      “The training helps. I haven’t had one since I started.”

      “Right. About that, I wonder if we might have a little talk.” She raised a hand toward his shoulder. “Walk with me. I’m supposed to meet Queen Penelope for a late supper, but this can’t wait.”

      Intrigued, he walked with her toward the dining room. “What concerns you about my training?” Marius wondered if Colin had gotten to her, filled her head with fears about him trying to compete.

      “It’s the coach you’ve chosen. Harlow.”

      He hadn’t expected that. “What about Harlow?”

      “It crossed my mind that in your absence and recovery, you might not be aware of the choices her family has made, or the consequences.”

      He frowned. “I’m aware that Darium was an aristocrat under my mother’s rule and as close to Highborn as one could be without being a member, but my understanding is he pulled away from that relationship in the final years of her reign. After all, you invited Harlow to your coronation. I assumed that was a sign that all had been forgiven.”

      Raven stopped in the middle of the hall and cleared her throat. “Not exactly. Darium and Lemetria did distance themselves from Eleanor, but Gabriel and I have it on good authority that privately they supported her and benefited from her rule, right up until the end. However, we have no proof. Publicly, they denounced her.”

      “If you have it on good authority, why can’t that authority give you evidence?” Marius wasn’t surprised that Darium and Lemetria had done whatever they needed to do to maintain their social status, but it bothered him that gossip and conjecture might tarnish Harlow’s reputation.

      “According to palace records, Eleanor was paying Darium’s business thousands of units a month—er, I mean a cycle—until she died.”

      “What does Darium say she was paying for?”

      “Doors.”

      “Makes sense. He’s a doormaker.”

      “We don’t know what she was paying for, but this palace would be full to the rafters with doors if she’d been buying what he was selling. Some of the Council of Elders wanted to have him tried, but they settled on suspending his license to do business in Paragon.”

      Marius narrowed his eyes. “Are you saying that Darium and Lemetria no longer have an income?”

      “Don’t be too concerned. Considering what Eleanor paid them, their savings must be substantial. Darium is a skilled doormaker. If he wanted work, I’m sure he could get it. Still, they’ve lost social status and no doubt have had to tighten their belts. Last I heard, the family was living in the Swilton district.”

      A muscle in Marius’s jaw tightened until it hurt. He squeezed his eyes closed. He’d never suspected that the reason Harlow might want to train him was that she actually needed the money. “If this is true, why did you invite Harlow to the coronation?”

      “Because Harlow was never involved in her parents’ affairs. She never shared their enthusiasm for Eleanor. Our sources say she’s always been a rebel where her relationship with her parents is concerned, and honestly, once she’s married or mated, she’ll be a member of her own household. We want the support of that future household. Gabriel tells me she’s of an age where that’s imminent given our shortage of females.”

      He forced himself to nod even though the thought of Harlow marrying someone else made his stomach twist. He had no right to feel that way, no claim on her. Best to change the subject. “What is it exactly you wanted to tell me, Raven?”

      She licked her lips. “I just want you to be careful. As much as I believe that Harlow should not be punished for the sins of her parents, I can’t imagine she feels warmly toward us after the change in her social circumstances.” An expression that looked a lot like guilt tightened the queen’s face. “The accountant mentioned to me what she’s charging you. I’m just not sure there isn’t more going on here than her desire to train you.”

      “You’d think an accountant would keep better confidence.”

      “He was concerned for security reasons.”

      “Why? Because Harlow might be taking advantage of me for a few extra coins?”

      Raven sighed. “I don’t know. I just think you should have all the information. Keep your guard up. Understand that she’s in a place where her motivations might be beyond the obvious.”

      Dark thoughts filled his head. “You mean beyond needing money or a mate.”

      “Exactly. You are the ambassador to the Council of Elders. If her parents still carry any loyalty to the old guard, she could be getting close to you for more than a paycheck. She might seek status or information.”

      He must have flinched because Raven raised her hands. “I’m not saying she is, Marius. I liked Harlow when I met her, and as far as I’m concerned, it’s possible for the apple to roll far, far away from the tree. I only wanted to make you aware out of an abundance of caution.”

      He grunted. “I get it. I’m not good with subtleties, Raven. You’ve known this since the afternoon you walked into my room in the Asfolk infirmary and I told you I had no desire to be king. Is this your way of telling me I should find another trainer?”

      Raven took a deep breath, her arms dropping to her sides. “No. If you trust her, we will trust her. My only request is that if something happens that changes that trust or introduces doubt, I want you to tell us. We’re a new kingdom. We’re vulnerable.”

      He raised his hand. “Enough said. I’m keeping her on for now. But my loyalty is to Paragon first.”

      Raven breathed a sigh of relief. Leaning forward, she kissed him on the cheek and squeezed his shoulder. “Thank you, Marius. I knew you’d understand.”

      She left him then, slipping into the dining room where Queen Penelope waited. The conversation settled into his soul like a fly into ointment. Everything made sense now. The chemistry he’d thought was between Harlow and him was invented, orchestrated. He didn’t believe she was a political spy, but her motives were definitely financial. She was likely flirting with him out of a desire for a marriage that would save her from a life of poverty and social isolation.

      He closed his eyes and gave his head a hard shake. Why hadn’t he thought of that before? Of course she wasn’t attracted to him. He was death itself. Someone like her, who carried the sun in her wings, wouldn’t want someone like him. It made sense. She had flirted with him because she wanted something from him—a marital arrangement, the most likely suspect. His dragon coiled, and images of what she’d looked like above him with her wings spread filled his mind. Did it matter if her attraction to him was real?

      No, he decided. It didn’t. He wasn’t above a transactional arrangement. Hell, what else could he expect now, like this? He wanted her, and he’d take whatever he could get.
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      Harlow paid the driver as she exited the carriage at her parents’ home, feeling like she was walking on air. Marius had almost kissed her. Her heart thrummed with the possibilities. Twilight had turned the sky silver while she’d been traveling, and Ouros’s two moons glazed the tightly spaced roofs of the Swilton district with silver light. Her breath caught. The color was exactly like Marius’s eyes. She wondered if he was thinking about her at that moment, and the thought made her smile.

      There was something between them, something more than simple chemistry. She wasn’t going to rush it. Wasn’t going to do anything to jeopardize his training or her job. His money was changing her life.

      After their first session, she’d clutched her bag to her stomach all the way home. She hadn’t been able to stop herself from counting it over and over. Never had she expected he’d pay her an entire cycle’s fees at once. If she played her cards right and was lucky at the pits, she could put a deposit on a small house in a matter of weeks. If she didn’t mess things up.

      She wanted Marius, but she needed to be patient. The job came first. At least until she had her own place. Still, thoughts of him produced a dreamy, weightless feeling that propelled her through the front door. She crash-landed back to earth when she saw Adradys with her father at the dining table. She’d desperately wanted a few hours to relax, but now it appeared they were entertaining the most pretentious and excruciating snob she’d suffered in weeks.

      “Finally! We were beginning to think we’d have to send out a search party,” her father said. Was that a smile on his face? It had been so long since she’d seen one there, she almost couldn’t believe he was the same man.

      Her mother emerged from the kitchen, equally transformed. She was sober and wearing a new dress and an apron Harlow had never seen before. She placed a guiding hand on her shoulder. “You must be starving. Where’ve you been so late? Oh, never mind. It’s all right. Have a seat.”

      “Yes, Harlow. Sit,” Adradys said, pulling out the chair beside him.

      She cleared her throat and forced a smile. Although the thought of spending an evening with Adradys didn’t appeal to her, she was smart enough not to make a fuss. Had she misread her last interaction with him? Perhaps he’d taken their conversation to heart and had come to speak to her father about potential employment. Yes, that must be it. That would explain her parents’ good moods.

      She smiled sweetly. “I’m sorry I’m late. I was helping a friend.”

      “Just like Harlow to always lend a hand,” Lemetria chimed in.

      Harlow pointed vaguely in the direction of her room. She met Adradys’s eyes and turned on the charm. “If you’ll excuse me for a moment, I’ll just go freshen up.”

      “Of course.” His tone held all the pretentiousness of a man who truly believed that the woman sitting beside him should look her best. She dug her fingernails into her palm to keep from rolling her eyes.

      “Do hurry, Harlow. We wouldn’t want to keep our guest waiting.” Lemetria spread her hands toward the set table. Didn’t she look like the very picture of domesticity? What was happening? Had she passed through a portal to another dimension between the carriage and her home?

      She laughed, high and light. “I’ll be quick.” She strode down the hall, into her room, and closed the door. Quickly she shed her dress and the fighting clothes underneath it. Oh, her father would have a fit if he’d known she was wearing breeches. She selected a dress they would approve of from her closet, a fitted purple number that contrasted with the gold in her eyes and hair. Looking every bit the socialite she once was, she slipped her feet into a pair of heels and strode back out to the table.

      Maybe she’d overdone it. Adradys’s eyes widened, and his grin turned wolfish. “Much better,” he murmured as if his assessment was everything.

      “Oh, Harlow, you truly are the loveliest of your age,” her mother said.

      Her father gave her an approving nod.

      Adradys pulled out her chair, and she sat beside him, his scent a cloying stench in her nose. Had he smelled that bad before when she’d been close to him at the pits? She didn’t think so. Maybe he had a new cologne. As she tucked in her chair, she made an effort to put a little more space between them.

      “Yes, she is lovely,” Adradys said. “I was just telling your father how I ran into you betting at the pits the other day. How unusual it was to see someone of your social standing involved in such a base activity.”

      “I enjoy the competition,” she said lightly. “It can’t be all bad. After all, you were there too.”

      “Well, yes, but I’m a dragon male. Women are far less frequent attendees, and never without a chaperone. To think you were there alone! Well, you were fortunate I came upon you when I did and not someone with less than honorable intentions.”

      She ground her teeth to keep from biting out that she’d fared quite well alone at the pits for centuries. He could shove his honorable intentions where the sun didn’t shine. And oh, her bet had paid off, while his had not.

      “You certainly were my good luck charm that afternoon,” she said, smoothing her napkin. “My winnings were substantial.”

      The veiled blow must have landed because his smile faltered. “Well,” he scoffed. “I suppose every dog has her day.”

      Dog! Who was he calling a dog? She plastered on a sweet smile and turned toward her mother. “What’s for supper? It smells delicious.”

      “Elderbeast stew.” She rushed to the kitchen and returned with a steaming metal cauldron filled with a delightful mix of meat and root vegetables.

      Harlow rested her fingers against her mouth to keep from asking where her mother had bought the stew. She couldn’t cook. Not even toast. She suspected she’d find packaging from the Silver Sunset somewhere in their garbage heap. Although she had to hand it to her mother, the presentation was fantastic. She’d managed a stunning table that would be fitting even in their Firedrake home.

      Her mother gestured toward the ladle resting against the side of the pot and looked at Adradys. “You’re our guest. Please serve yourself first.”

      Adradys looked down his nose at her and chuckled. “Yes, I suppose you no longer have servants to handle such things. Understandable, considering the awful state you’re in.”

      Awful state! It was all Harlow could do not to rip into the bastard. This was a table fit for a king, and that stew smelled like heaven in a pot. The fucker was just sitting there like he didn’t know how to spoon stew into a bowl.

      His soft, manicured fingers finally gripped the side of his bowl. But instead of serving himself, he handed the bowl to her! “Harlow, perhaps you could do the honors.”

      Her gaze locked on the bowl, and she had a miniature daydream of breaking it on the table and stabbing him in the neck with a shard of ceramic. But her father must have noticed her hesitation because he cleared his throat and gave her a pleading glare. Her father didn’t plead. He needed this, and she’d play along for now.

      “Of course,” she said through a tight, reluctant throat, then added under her breath, “Wouldn’t want you to stain that suit.”

      Adradys chuckled. “Oh, Harlow, kind of you to notice. It is the finest Paragon has to offer.”

      She turned her back to him and rolled her eyes as she obediently filled his bowl. Her mother met her gaze, and goddess bless her heart, seemed to be equally perturbed with their guest. She held Harlow’s stare, darted her eyes in Adradys’s direction, and flashed an obscene gesture in her lap where neither he nor her father could see it.

      Harlow smiled before placing the dish in front of their guest and then filling her own bowl.

      “Our situation is brutally disappointing,” her mother said suddenly, rising and reaching for her father’s plate. “Harlow isn’t cut out for this life. She is no servant and shouldn’t be dishing anyone’s food. I rather think she’s a queen in commoner’s clothing, don’t you? Sit down, dear. I will serve the rest of the table.”

      Her father did a double take at Lemetria’s words and sipped from the glass of dark purple liquor in front of him.

      Harlow didn’t turn her head, but she could feel Adradys’s judgmental gaze raking over her, tallying all the ways she was definitely not a queen in commoner’s clothing. He did not respond to her mother’s comment.

      “Adradys,” she said sweetly, “I was recently telling my father about our conversation at the pits and how much you said you respected his craftsmanship.”

      Adradys waved a hand dismissively. “Everyone knows that Darium’s doors were synonymous with prestige and quality. Why, the door to this house is an absolute work of art.”

      Now Harlow turned, watching him take a bite of stew. He nodded his approval to her mother. Maybe she’d misjudged the man. That sounded like a genuine compliment. Perhaps this dinner would pay off after all.

      She attempted to close the deal. “You’re in luck. He’s a free agent now. You should snap him up before someone else does.” Famished, Harlow took her own bite of stew. It was the Silver Sunset’s recipe, but she didn’t care. Delicious.

      “I am open to new opportunities,” Darium said humbly.

      At that moment, Harlow was honored to be her father’s daughter. His words warmed her heart. He wasn’t haughty about the compliment, and his tone held a gentle question, a desire to work for this awful man who was once his closest competitor. It must have taken an act of superior will to cast aside his pride and make himself vulnerable.

      But it would all pay off. This was it. She could see it on Adradys’s face, the question poised on his lips. This was what they’d been waiting for. He was going to offer Darium a job.

      Harlow gave Adradys a warm smile. “A wise businessman such as yourself must see what a valuable addition Darium would be to your team.” Harlow layered on the charm and stared at him expectantly.

      His answering smile was no less charming. “Unfortunately, as much as I respect the work you’ve done in the past, Darium, we receive many requests a day to replace your doors. I hate to be the bearer of such news, but no one wants to be associated with scandal. To hire you now, with your reputation as it is, wouldn’t be good for the company.”

      Harlow’s breath caught. Why in Hades had he come here if he had no intention of hiring her father? She pressed him again. “But surely you could give him a position behind the scenes. No one needs to know who is making the doors in your factory, and my father could teach your other craftsmen.”

      Adradys made a tsking sound. “I wish it were possible, but alas, you know how tongues wag. There are no secrets among the aristocracy.”

      Harlow’s dragon wanted to tear out of her skin and claw at the man’s face. His stupid, arrogant face. Her mother’s cheeks were pink, and her father seemed suddenly obsessed with his stew. That was it. Her heart pounded in her ears as she turned toward him, ready to unleash her fury on the pitiful man.

      He silenced her with a raised hand. “Please, let me finish. I have a plan that I think will solve all your problems.”

      Harlow was struck speechless. She stared at him. “You do?”

      “I planned to keep this for after dinner, but it seems the goddess has different plans.” He pulled a small box from his pocket. “Marry me, Harlow. Become my wife, and together we will slowly rebuild your family’s reputation, and in the meantime, not only will I make you comfortable but them as well. Marry me, and I will return you to the station to which you are accustomed.” He popped open the box to reveal a sapphire ring, a smaller version of his own.

      Open-mouthed, Harlow couldn’t suppress the look of horror and disgust at the idea. She glanced between her mother and father, begging each with her eyes to help her out of this. She received no such help. Her mother gasped and raised her hands to her mouth, staring down at the ring as if it were the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. Her father’s eyebrows darted toward his hairline as if he’d just stumbled upon an abandoned pile of gold.

      Engagement rings among dragons were not unheard of but also weren’t common. All dragons had a magical ring that represented their heart in dragon form. Her amethyst ring could never be removed. This one was supposed to be worn on her opposite hand. It was a brand—a mark of ownership. She’d be literally wearing a replica of his heart on her ring finger.

      And because of the size and the craftsmanship, anyone who saw it would know she belonged to someone wealthy and influential even if they didn’t know it was Adradys. It would ensure that no male would dare come near her once they were wed, and anyone else who dealt with her would do so under the specter of his ownership. He would not be taking a replica of her ring, of course. That was unheard of in these relationships. After all, they weren’t mates. He’d likely take a lover in a few years, as was common among the aristocracy, as soon as he grew bored with her body and their bed.

      “No,” she said with as much certainty as she could load into one word.

      He tucked his chin in toward his chest. “Excuse me?”

      Her mother leaped to her feet. “What she means is, that like any intelligent young woman, she would like to take some time to think about your proposal.”

      “I would be a terrible wife to you,” Harlow blurted. “I like my freedom far too much.”

      He leaned forward and placed his hand lightly on top of hers. It reminded her of a snake’s belly slithering over her skin. “I know what I’m getting myself into proposing to an older dragon.” He gave her a condescending grin. “But I promise you, I run my household with a firm hand. I’ll break you of your unfavorable habits in no time. Why, I will take pleasure in it.”

      “Any woman would be lucky to have you,” her father interjected.

      Harlow didn’t know what to say. Everyone stared at her expectantly. She had no intention of accepting. Not while there was air in her lungs. But her skin crawled to end the tension in the room.

      “As my mother suggested, it is customary for me to take time to think about my answer,” she said stiffly.

      He set the box beside her on the table. “Very well. Not too much time, Harlow. A man such as myself has many distractions.” He smoothed the front of his suit, stood from the table, and gave a shallow bow before moving for the door. “Thank you for the stew, Lemetria. I do hope we can do this again”—he gestured vaguely around their cottage—“under more favorable circumstances.”
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      After a long night’s rest blissfully free of nightmares, Marius met Harlow at the pit and was pleasantly surprised to find her alone. “Where’s Brantley? I thought we were sparring today.”

      “Sick whelp. We’ll work on conditioning.” She raised an eyebrow. “We can make up the sparring session later this week.”

      A slow, wolfish smile spread across his face. He let his eyes gravitate to the breeches and tunic she wore, distracted by the way the curve of her calf sloped toward her inner thigh. “Unless you’d care to spar with me in his place?”

      She snorted and gave her head a little shake. “Conditioning. Try to keep up.” Without another word, she took off along the path toward Hobble Glen.

      He snapped out of his enthrallment and jogged after her. After being the key word in that sentence. By the Mountain, she was fast. And although the view from behind her was pleasurable, he had his pride. Forcing his legs to move faster, he caught up to her before the guard tower and tried not to look like he was going to die as the guardsmen waved them through.

      “Can I ask you something?” he huffed out. Honestly, as she picked up the pace, he wondered if he was physically capable of asking her anything around his pounding heart and labored breaths.

      “You can ask. I’m not guaranteeing an answer.” She shot him a sweaty smile.

      “Did you take this job because of what happened to your family?”

      Her smile faded. “Does it matter? I told you I wanted the money.”

      “You told me you wanted the money. You don’t just want it, you need it. Your family is…”

      “Struggling financially?” Her cheeks reddened and she cringed. “Yes, we are. I never said we weren’t.”

      Was that true? He thought back, huffing harder. He couldn’t remember speaking about it specifically. “Maybe it wasn’t said, but at the coronation, you allowed me to believe you were still a member of the aristocracy.”

      She chewed her bottom lip, her pace slipping to his relief. Her voice was as thin as a spider’s web when she finally spoke again. “Is that important to you? I can return your money if you want someone else. Well, not the amount I paid Brantley. I already gave him his money, and I’m sure he paid bills with it. He’s in a bad way.”

      He grunted. “It’s only important to me if there’s something I should know. Some other motivation for you doing this.”

      “Other motivation beyond money?” She worked her jaw, her pace increasing again. “Like what?”

      He gave her a loaded look.

      “Are you worried I’m in it to try to snare you into marriage?” The sharp edge of her voice cut deep, and she narrowed her eyes over a scowl. She mumbled something under her breath that sounded a lot like “Not you too.”

      Suddenly, his lungs were on fire, and Marius realized that in her mounting anger she’d again sped up to a pace he wasn’t sure he could maintain. Hobble Glen was coming up fast. He hadn’t run this distance this quickly since he’d come back from the dead. He’d offended her, and she was punishing him for it.

      “You have to admit it wouldn’t be… unexpected,” he said between pants. “You’ve lost your social status.” Huff, huff. “You live in the Swilton district.”

      She growled at him, bared her teeth, and ran faster. His thighs protested as he tried to keep up, and his breath sawed in and out of his lungs. He could no longer talk. He could no longer think. Only when she reached the far side of the city did she finally slow to a stop.

      It was all he could do to keep himself from flopping onto his back on the grassy patch at the edge of the city. Instead, he leaned forward and caught himself on his knees, wheezing toward the packed-dirt trail that led toward the mountains.

      “While you’re remembering how to breathe, let me calm your fears,” she said through her teeth. “I’m not looking for a husband, Marius. I’m not using you to improve my social status. I’m in this for two reasons: my love of pit fighting and the money.”

      He met her glare. Marius’s nightmares featured hideous monsters and brutal landscapes, but the menace in her eyes was as unsettling as any of them. Still, her words didn’t completely ring true to him. A muscle in his jaw twitched as he said, “The other day, you were going to—”

      “What?”

      “Kiss me. I thought you were going to kiss me.” He hadn’t invented that moment. There’d been something between them. He was sure of it.

      She squeezed her lids closed and gave her head a little shake as if she was warring with herself. Her mouth opened, then closed again. When she opened her eyes, their usual spark was gone. “I won’t deny it. But just because I wanted to kiss you doesn’t mean I want to marry you—or anyone else, for that matter. It’s not on my agenda right now, so you can pack those worries up for another time and another woman. It won’t happen again.” She folded her arms and looked away from him.

      “But you wanted to…”

      The look she gave him was laced with daggers.

      “I’ve offended you,” he said.

      “Brilliant deduction.”

      “Why?”

      She scoffed, jutting her chin. “Because you assumed that just because my family is currently down on its luck, I would intentionally try to seduce you into marriage for personal gain. That doesn’t reflect well on what you think of my character.”

      Now she was just pissing him off. “Sorry, but were you not an aristocrat’s daughter?”

      “Of course I was. So?”

      “I’d venture to say you might be the only one in all of history not interested in bettering their social position through marriage.” He was right, and she knew it. It was no leap for him to assume this of her, not given the current social environment in Paragon.

      She popped out her hip. “That’s not— Okay, maybe there is some truth in that.”

      “That’s settled, then. You’re a unicorn. My mistake for assuming you shared the predilections of the class in which you were raised.” He gave her a shallow bow. “I’m sorry my inquiry offended you.”

      Silence unspooled between them. He could practically hear the gears of her mind grinding on whether she should let it go as she pondered the situation. Hardheaded woman.

      “Fair enough,” she finally said. “Forget about it.” She wiped her hair out of her face. “How’s the leg?”

      He did a quick assessment. “Better.” He glanced toward the palace and back at her. “I’m not sure if it was the distraction or something else, but this is the farthest I’ve run without resting, and we did it in half the time it usually takes me.” He didn’t admit that he’d almost collapsed from the effort.

      “It’s the balance exercises,” she said with surety. “You’re getting stronger. Before, you were overcompensating for your weaker left leg with your right and prematurely tiring yourself out.”

      He bent and straightened his left leg. It ached in an equal degree to his right, which was an improvement. “You know, I think you’re right.”

      She gave him a halfhearted salute. “Glad I could help. I’ll see you back in the pit tomorrow.”

      “You’re not running back with me?” As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he realized how stupid they sounded. Why would she return to the palace with him only to have to take a carriage home?

      “I think you can make it back yourself. If you need company, I’m sure with your high social standing, you could call for a servant to accompany you.” She wrinkled her nose.

      Ouch. Apparently Harlow wasn’t quite as forgiving as she seemed. Marius searched for the right words to say to appease her, but then stopped himself. He wasn’t wrong for asking her what he had. “I’ll do just fine on my own,” he growled.

      She gave him a dismissive wave and took off toward Swilton.
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      Marius stared at the forest beyond his balcony the next morning, mulling over his conversation with Harlow. The damned woman was a walking contradiction! She admitted she wanted to kiss him but then insisted she wasn’t interested in marriage. At least it was clear she needed the money, but then why the almost-kiss? As he turned, he caught sight of himself in the wall mirror and frowned. He was a specter. A monster. He turned his face away from the white hair and pale eyes of his reflection. One thing was for sure, she hadn’t wanted to kiss him for his looks. If it wasn’t for his position, he still didn’t understand her motivation.

      “Marius.” Alexander appeared in the hallway outside the open door of his room, sketchbook in hand. “Glad I caught you. Raven sent me to—”

      “Sketch the symbols?” Marius said gruffly, tearing himself from his thoughts of Harlow. He’d been expecting this. “Right. Come in. Let’s get this over with.”

      Grabbing the hem of the light tunic he was wearing, he pulled it over his head. The symbols seemed to taunt him in the light streaming in from his balcony.

      Alexander whistled. “You are a work of art, my brother.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “No, I’m serious. In the human world where I spent the past three hundred years, tattoos are quite popular. Let’s just say yours would be appreciated by the ladies in that world. Plus, I was serious. They have artistic merit.” He dragged a stool from the kitchenette out onto the balcony. “Sit here. I’ll start with your back.”

      Marius sat facing the forest. “They make me feel like a freak,” he admitted.

      Alexander snorted. “Bro, we are all freaks. Our mother was a monster. Who murdered you. And then became a goddess. Whom we murdered. Our family history is nothing but bloodthirsty drama. I understand feeling like a freak. There was a time on Earth that the only thing I wanted in life was to end it all.”

      Marius shot him an incredulous look. “You? But you found your mate and your purpose. You have everything you ever wanted. Why would you want to kill yourself?”

      “It’s a long story. Suffice it to say that it wasn’t always so. Maiara and I are the result of a lot of faith and a little magic.”

      “Nothing I can repeat, then.”

      Alexander frowned. “I’m sure it will happen for you someday if you stay open to it.”

      He looked over his shoulder at his brother, whose charcoal moved quickly over his pad of paper. “I doubt any female wakes up in the morning and thinks, ‘You know what I need? A mate who was once dead.’”

      Alexander laughed. “I don’t see why not. Maiara was once dead.”

      Marius gave him an incredulous look. “What are you talking about?”

      Without missing a stroke, Alexander broke into the story of how he met his mate. It was long but also incredible, and the hours flew by. He’d just explained her resurrection when he asked Marius to turn around.

      And he almost fell off his stool. Behind Alexander, half his room had faded away into a red haze. Killian was there, mouthing something to him, his lips and hands working frantically. He thumped his chest while a weasel of a man sniveled at his side— Brynhoff! The image was clear now in his waking mind. They stood in a thick forest, balls of fire exploding in the sky behind them.

      “Marius, are you okay, man?” Alexander glanced over his shoulder toward the spot where he was staring.

      “Do you see them?” Pins of icy fear needled his skin. Rare for a dragon who had fire in his blood.

      “See who?” Alexander glanced at the spot again and then back at him. He shuddered, stumbling from his stool and backing up a step. “Marius, look at the symbol near your rib.”

      Marius glanced down at himself. One of the symbols was moving, rippling under his skin as if it were alive. He slapped a hand over it as if it were a mouse or a bug. When he looked back up, the mist, Killian, and Brynhoff were gone.

      Alexander was in front of him, hand on his shoulder. “Are you all right?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. It stopped. Side effect of being dead.” Although he chuckled at his own words, Alexander didn’t. He pulled him into a tight embrace, thumping his back three times before releasing him.

      “I have what Raven needs. She’s going to figure this out. You know she will. There’s a reason she’s the queen. Just hang in there until she does.” Alexander slapped him on the shoulder and glanced at the door. “I’ve got another project, but you’re going to be okay, right?”

      “A bastion of giddy bliss,” he said flatly.

      Alexander smiled softly. “Good enough for me.”
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      That afternoon, Marius headed for the arena, thankful that there would be no balance exercises or conditioning today. He needed to hit something. He needed to fight. After what happened with Alexander that morning, it was clear the visions were back, and only exhausting himself physically would keep them at bay. Goddess, was he losing his mind?

      He found Harlow waiting for him inside the ring and felt his dragon stir, stretching and sniffing in her direction. Her water-lily scent hit him like an avalanche, and his body kicked, coiled, and tensed. She had the audacity to smile at him. No, not just a smile, she beamed like he was the best part of her day. Fuck, he wanted her.

      Everything they’d talked about and what Raven had told him came flooding back into his mind, and a frustrated growl rumbled in his chest. She didn’t want marriage. Well, what did she want?

      “What’s your problem?” she asked. “You look like someone peed in your porridge.”

      He narrowed his eyes at her. “Why would anyone pee in another person’s porridge? That’s sick.”

      “Exactly. Who was the sicko? Who hurt you? I’ll knock them into next week.” She held up her fists and faked a jab toward his face.

      He ran a hand over his face. “Where’s Brantley?” he drawled. Goddess, it sounded childish even to his own ears.

      “Running late. Whelp is still sick, but he’s coming anyway. Crib cough. He sent a falcon. Will be here any minute.” Her voice was soft, concerned. She strode toward him, and his breath caught. Her hand landed on his back.

      “Come with me.” She tenderly guided him toward the water station. “Let’s have a drink.” She filled a glass for him and handed it to him. He lifted it to his lips. “What’s really going on? Are you nervous about fighting Brant today? You shouldn’t be. You’re a strong fighter, but if you want to work on balance another day, we can.”

      He rested a hand on the water station, his talons extending from his knuckles to graze the wood. “I want to fight. I need to fight.”

      Her brows squeezed together. “You’re having a bad day and you need to work some things out? Don’t worry—you’ll have your chance.” Her hand came to rest on his, the tips of her fingers absently stroking the length of his talons.

      He scoffed. “You don’t have to do that.”

      “Do what?” She removed her hand as if she thought her touch had hurt him. Damn, she was a fine actress. She looked legitimately confused.

      He met her gaze. Marius had spent his life and death as a leader. He wasn’t a child, and he didn’t lean on formalities. He prided himself on being direct. Why waste words or energy? He wasn’t bound by the expectations of the royal family anymore, and he had nothing to lose that wasn’t already gone.

      “We’ve already established you’re not interested in marriage,” he said brashly. “I’ve already paid you. You don’t have to force yourself to touch me or pretend to be concerned about me. I know why you’re here.” He watched her squirm under the intensity of his gaze.

      “I thought it was obvious I was here to train you,” she snapped.

      “Because you need the money.” His jaw tensed.

      “Exactly. Like I told you I did.” She raised an eyebrow. “I train you. You pay me. That’s how these things work.”

      “You’re a fine trainer.”

      She balked and raised her chin. “Then what the fuck is the problem?”

      “What type of lady uses that language?” he murmured.

      “We just established I’m no longer a lady. I’m only trying to figure out what’s going on here, Marius. And don’t use words with me if you don’t want me to spit them back at you.” She placed her hands on her hips.

      “Fuck,” he muttered.

      “Fuck,” she returned, louder this time. “If you know my family’s dirty history and you still want me as your trainer, then why are we even talking about this? My dad was an idiot. He tried to suck up to Eleanor, okay, because he thought she would win. I’m not him. I’ve already promised you I’m not trying to manipulate you into marriage.”

      “That’s not what I have a problem with.” He stepped closer to her, watching her. As she drew in his scent, her nostrils flared and her chest expanded. Above parted lips, her pupils widened and her body went soft, leaned in.

      “What, then?” Her voice was as soft as a breath.

      “This. The way you’re looking at me like you want me. The way you touch me. The way you admitted you wanted to kiss me.”

      A blush rose in her cheeks. “You don’t want me to touch you?”

      “I don’t want you to tease me.”

      “What makes you think I’m teasing?” Her throat bobbed on a swallow, and she inched closer to him.

      He sneered and shook his head. “I’ve looked in a mirror, Harlow. I know what I am.”

      The words seemed to hit her like a slap. She took a step back and spread her hands. “And what exactly is that?”

      “A monster, a ghost, a freak of nature.” He said the words through his teeth. “A woman like you doesn’t want a man like me… unless she needs something.”

      Her jaw dropped and she blinked slowly before leveling a heated glare on him. “Please, O knowledgeable one, tell me what it is I must need to dare act as if I’m attracted to you.”

      He didn’t like her tone. She was mocking him, but it had to be a defensive tactic. “You’re looking for an… arrangement. Not marriage but money. No matter how freakish I look, a relationship with me would offer you stability.”

      She inhaled sharply and gaped at him.

      He shrugged. “We don’t have to play this game where you pretend you want me. If you’re looking for a sponsor, I’m interested. I’d be happy to pay you for sex if that’s what you had in mind.” There, he’d said it. He sipped his drink.

      Her fist came out of nowhere, colliding with his jaw and knocking his water out of his hand. Stars exploded behind his eyes. He went down hard, his back slapping the gravel. Her face appeared within the circle of blinking lights dancing above his head. “Fuck you, Marius, and the mountain horse you rode in on.”

      She kicked him in the ribs.

      “Sorry I’m late,” Brantley strode into the arena and tossed his bag onto one of the observation benches. “Why is Marius on the ground?”

      “Never mind,” Harlow barked. “Assume fighting positions. Brantley, hold nothing back. Marius, let’s go. Time to train.”
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      Three training sessions later, Harlow was still taking immense satisfaction every time Marius’s back hit the gravel, and it happened again and again. He was good, but Brant was better. After what Marius had suggested, she was happy to let her friend mop the floor with the royal. Accusing her of pretending to want him sexually for money, or worse, status! Goddess, she replayed punching his face again and again in her head. The bastard. If she didn’t need the money from these sessions so badly, she would have walked out that very minute.

      The sad part was that she was attracted to him. Even now, her mind wanted to go there, to the afternoon she’d pinned him between her legs and felt the massive length of him pressed up against her center. Those feelings had nothing to do with money. Her inner dragon thought he was a fine piece of male. She’d dreamed about those silver eyes more times than she could count. She found him undeniably sexy.

      No, what bothered her the most was how he thought about himself. She’d known he was having a crisis of confidence when she’d offered to help him, but to describe himself as a monster? It almost made her feel sorry for him. Almost. Until she thought about him offering her money for sex. Then she wanted to knock his head off.

      “Harlow?” Brantley was staring at her.

      Marius was on the gravel, face bloody. He wasn’t getting up.

      “Congratulations, Brantley. Looks like you won again.” She clapped her hands together. “That’s all for today. Tomorrow is a rest day. Take it easy and allow your body to heal. We’ll meet back here at the top of next week and keep going.”

      Brant reached a hand forward and helped Marius up.

      Harlow grabbed her bag and headed for the exit. She’d decided to walk home today and save the money she’d been spending on carriage rides. Adradys would want his answer soon. She wanted to be prepared to move out of her parents’ place before then. Both of her parents had suggested she save herself through marriage. She planned to prove she could save herself without it. That meant she needed every dragmar she had left in her mattress along with whatever she could win at the pits between now and then.

      “Can I speak with you a moment?” Marius appeared in front of her, snapped his nose back into place, and wiped blood from his upper lip.

      Brantley shot her a wide-eyed look and headed for the exit at abnormal speed. Coward.

      “What’s on your mind?”

      “How long is this going to go on?”

      She flipped over a hand. “You paid me for a month.”

      “You know what I’m talking about. This punishment for what I said.”

      “Punishment? The only punishment is watching your piss-poor performance in this arena.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Is that all?”

      “No.”

      She waited.

      “I’m sorry for what I said to you. I was wrong. It was a horrible thing to accuse you of, and my comments were hurtful. If I could take the words back, I would.”

      Harlow let out a deep breath, muscles in her shoulders relaxing. “Thank you for that. We can’t take our words back, but it means a lot to me that you respect me enough to apologize.”

      “Of course I respect you. I never meant to imply that I thought less of you because of the change in your family’s position.”

      She glanced down at her toes and kicked a few pebbles off them. “Well, you wouldn’t be the first.” Licking her lips, she released the anger she’d been holding. “I forgive you, and yes, the punishment will stop. Although I honestly think you almost held your own today. Either that or Brantley felt sorry for you.”

      “It’s debatable.”

      “I have to go. It’s a long walk home.” She moved toward the exit.

      “Where’s your carriage?”

      “Can’t afford one anymore.”

      “I can lend you one.” He pointed a thumb toward the palace.

      She felt her cheeks warm and shook her head. As tempting as it was to take his handout, she had to learn to do things for herself, and walking home was something she could definitely handle.

      “Oh, I can see why that might be awkward, given our previous conversation.”

      She turned again to leave. “It’s all right. I know you didn’t mean it that way.”

      “Will you allow me to walk with you?” he called, a hint of what she thought might be desperation in his tone. Interesting.

      She turned back toward him. “You’re covered in blood.”

      “Give me a few minutes, and I’ll clean up.”

      She shrugged. “Okay.” As she watched him jog toward the locker room, she tried not to think too much about the leap her heart gave at the thought of having a long stroll with the object of her hottest nighttime fantasies. Without the excuse of her anger, her inner dragon was all too happy to flirt with the idea of having him again. She sighed. A bad idea for a number of reasons. A long walk would give her time to get to know him. With any luck, he’d be a complete ass and nip her lusty feelings in the bud.

      He met her at the door, and they strode down the path toward the main gate to the palace.

      “Can I ask you something?” Her earlier thoughts were weighing heavily on her chest, and she needed to know the truth. When he looked at her expectantly, she barreled ahead. “Do you really believe all that about being undesirable?”

      He looked away from her, toward the Dark Mountains of Darnuith. “I’m not a dragon prone to histrionics.”

      “You called yourself a monster, a freak. You can’t believe that.”

      He glanced at her, his face impassive.

      “Marius, it’s not true. There is absolutely nothing off-putting about you. Quite the opposite.” Embarrassed, she tried to hide behind a playful smile as she said, “On a purely objective basis, I find you… fetching compared to most dragons.”

      He scoffed and held his heart. “Hmmm. Fetching. You don’t have to lie. I’m a full-grown dragon with a thick skin. I know what I am.”

      “I’m not lying! And it’s not just me. The first time Brantley saw you, he called you a dark and brooding hunk of dragon male.”

      He chuckled softly. “I’ll try to remember that next time he’s smashing my face into the stones.”

      “There was nothing artificial about the way I looked at you before, Marius. At least believe me about that.”

      He stole a glance at her again, and she could tell this time he believed her. For a few moments, they walked in silence while he turned it over in his mind. “Have you considered that you knew me before and when you look at me now, you’re seeing what I was and not what I am?”

      They were drawing close to the guard tower, so she slowed to a stop to answer him where no one else could hear. “That’s bullshit, Marius. I didn’t know you before. I watched you fight from afar. I’d never even spoken to you until the coronation, and I didn’t get to know you until we started working together. Frankly, if I had to compare, I’d say I like you better now than before. You seemed like kind of a dick when you thought you’d be king.”

      She turned and started walking again. They passed through the gate where Marius exchanged a nod with the soldier in the guardhouse.

      When they were out of earshot, Marius said, “I was kind of a dick.”

      Refreshing, she thought, to meet a man who could admit it. She raised her eyebrows.

      “Death is a humbling experience.”

      “Do you have memories of that time? Never mind. That’s too personal.” She chided herself for going there. Was there anything more off-limits than a person’s murder and death?

      She was surprised when he answered her.

      “I have dreams… visions.” He took a deep breath. “They’re confusing.”

      “Confusing… Like you can’t interpret what’s happening in them through the lens of a living body?” Her voice had dropped two octaves and came out in a chilling whisper.

      Marius looked at her and broke into unbridled laughter. Harlow folded her arms defensively.

      When he finally settled down, he said, “No. Confusing because the images are terrifying, but I always seem to be in charge and have the same goal. I’m leading a group of people… souls… through a dangerous place to get to a temple. But I don’t know why. The challenge changes, the topography changes, but the goal is always the same. And in my dreams, I never reach it.”

      “That sounds awful.” How else could she respond to something like that? Three hundred years trying to accomplish an objective and failing.

      “It is. Thankfully, the nightmares have almost completely stopped since I started training. I think you have a lot to do with it.”

      “Me?” She pressed a hand into her chest.

      He smirked. “You keep my mind busy. You are one of the few things in this life that…challenges me.”

      His mind. Not just his body. Not just his libido. His mind. She loved that. “Hmm. You’re welcome.”

      They walked on, discussing more common things. The weather, the unusual bounty of vaporfruit they were enjoying that season. Her love of the forest and the colors of twilight that time of year. Until they entered Hobble Glen and turned right, heading toward Swilton.

      “Are you sure you want to come all the way to my place? This isn’t the Firedrake district. It’s no place for an heir.”

      “Former heir.”

      “Yes, Ambassador.” She rolled her eyes at him. “People may recognize you. It won’t be good for your reputation to be seen with me,” she said honestly.

      His mouth spread into a roguish grin. “Then I definitely want to do it. Let them talk.” He reached out and threaded his fingers into hers.

      “I knew there was a reason I liked you.” Although she wasn’t sure if he meant it as a joke, she didn’t release his fingers. Touching him sent a delicious electric charge through her, coaxing that flock of butterflies in her stomach into an absolute tizzy. Her heart joined in the fun, dancing inside her chest at the unexpected contact.

      Thankfully, his hand wasn’t enough of a distraction to keep her from noticing a sign in a shop window: Room for Let. She took one look at the shoddy exterior of the little building and felt excited for an entirely different reason.

      “I need to stop,” she said to him. “There’s something I want to see.”

      “Lead the way.” He looked confused.

      She led him to the store, only releasing his hand to push the heavy door open. It was a tailor’s shop. Several dresses hung on mannequins and on a rack that was pushed against one wall. A portly woman at a worktable spoke around pins clenched between her teeth. “Can I help you?”

      “The sign said you had a room?” Harlow pointed toward the window.

      The woman’s gaze raked over her dress. One of her nicer ones that wasn’t too frayed at the collar or the wrists. “It’s nothing special.”

      “Neither am I.”

      She didn’t miss the way Marius jerked at that admission, but he said nothing. The woman set down her work and pointed toward the back room. “Come with me, then.”

      A set of stairs led to a single room with a bed the size of a deep sofa and a bathroom small enough that she could touch both walls if she stuck her arms out.

      “My mate died in the war,” the woman said. “He was a soldier. Got caught in the chest by one of those Rogos grenades. Tears of the goddess.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “It was a horrible thing what Eleanor did to our kingdom.”

      They all exchanged sober nods.

      “Anyway, we kept this room in case we ever had a whelp, but that’s no longer in the cards for me.” The pain in her voice almost broke Harlow’s heart.

      “How much are you asking?” she blurted.

      “Forty-five dragmars a month.”

      What luck! Harlow bounced on her toes. The rent was incredibly low, lower than any she’d come across in the kingdom. She could afford it now! She didn’t have to wait. “I’m interested.”

      “I’ll need the first month’s rent, and I have some paperwork.”

      “Can I come by tomorrow?” She hadn’t brought any money with her, fearing if she had it, she’d cave and spend it on a carriage.

      The woman looked between her and Marius, an appalled expression crossing her face. “Is this some kind of a joke? I didn’t think you were looking for yourself. You can’t both plan to fit in that bed even for an infrequent rendezvous! And if you don’t mind my saying so, I know who he is, and he should provide better for you.”

      Harlow waved a hand in the air. “Oh! We’re not together. He’s just a friend. And it is for me. I need to move out of my parents’ house.”

      The woman rubbed her chin and seemed to contemplate her options. “All right. Bring the money tomorrow, and we’ll sign the paperwork.”

      Harlow clapped her hands and gave Marius an excited embrace. She had her own place! One more step toward her dream of independence.
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      Marius followed Harlow as she spilled out into the street. She was practically dancing. “You can’t honestly intend to live there!”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you’re a former aristocrat, and that apartment was barely large enough for a hound,” Marius grumbled. The house didn’t look safe to him. Would it fall down around her while she slept? Would she be robbed because the door didn’t lock properly? Two women living alone in a place like that might as well paint a bull’s-eye on their backs.

      “It’s what I can afford,” she said cheerfully. “It’s all I need. It’s just me after all.”

      “It’s a hovel.”

      She beamed back at him. “But it’s going to be my hovel and mine alone.”

      Marius blinked at her and suddenly understood, or at least he thought he did. “You want to escape your parents’ reputation.”

      She sighed. “That’s part of it. Although honestly, that reputation is undeserved. They’re not bad people, and if it was only their reputations to be contended with, I wouldn’t want to move.”

      “Then what is it?” He fell into step beside her and, before he could overthink it, slipped his hand back into hers.

      “They’re starting to pressure me to… move on to the next stage of life.”

      “To marry and bear whelps,” Marius ground out. It wasn’t an uncommon thing in their culture, but suddenly the idea left a bad taste in his mouth.

      She gave him a knowing nod. “They have the best of intentions. Each of them framed it up as saving myself from a sinking ship. I understand they want better for me. But I’m not willing to marry to advance my position. I want to wait for love… for my true mate. I don’t want to rush into a marriage just because I need the money or connections. I’d rather be alone and living independently in that apartment than carrying the weight of a contractual marriage on my shoulders. That’s not a relationship. It’s a cage.”

      Marius wrestled down an impulse to insist she absolutely not marry any other man. He had no business saying such a thing. He certainly was not marriageable material himself, no matter how much his inner dragon wanted to claim her as his own. Besides, to bring up such a thing at this moment, when she was opining her future independence, would likely put to rest any possibility of a future relationship.

      His past self would have fallen into this trap, tried to force her compliance with his will. New Marius, with all his flaws and idiosyncrasies, understood he had no power and therefore nothing to wield over her. His only hope was to relate to her. And so that was what he tried.

      “I understand what you’re saying.” His situation wasn’t far off, was it? “When I was heir apparent, everything was decided for me. I had power and money but no freedom. Only now, when no one in the royal family could care any less about what I do with my time, do I realize how unhappy I was.”

      “You’re happier now that you’re free.”

      “Somewhat. The problem is that once you are free, you start over discovering who you are. I think that’s part of the reason I wanted to fight again. It’s the one part of my past that I enjoyed. I think it’s part of who I am, even more than my royal title or my family.”

      She slowed to a stop and searched his face. “That’s deep. But I can see where it would be true. For what it’s worth, I like who you are now, just as you are.”

      He grinned until his cheeks hurt. “I like you as well, Harlow. Even when you’re enjoying the sight of my face hitting the ground.”

      She giggled. “It’ll be better next time. I promise.”

      His gaze caught on hers and held.

      “I should go. My parents’ place is around the corner. Don’t take this the wrong way, but I don’t think you should walk the rest of the way with me. They’re in a vulnerable place, and seeing me with you, well, it would be too much of a temptation for them not to try to take advantage of our relationship. They don’t know I’m training you. They’re in a desperate position at the moment.”

      He nodded, wondering exactly how desperate Darium could be. Raven had made it sound like Harlow’s family was comfortable, although they clearly did not enjoy the social standing they once did. Maybe she was worried her parents would try to use him to get to the queen. “I understand. If you think it’s best, I’ll head back to the palace from here.”

      “Thanks for walking me home.” She hesitated for a moment, then lunged onto her toes and kissed him on the cheek.

      Warmth traveled from that kiss straight to his cock. Fuck, he was in trouble. His dragon pressed against the inside of his skin, urging him to chase after her and throw her over his shoulder. Reluctantly, he watched her walk away.

      “Harlow.” His voice was a command.

      She looked over her shoulder at him and raised an eyebrow.

      “I could fit in that bed.”

      Her lips parted, and her cheeks turned a luscious shade of pink. Slanting her a wicked grin, he turned on his heel and started back toward the palace.
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      Goddess help her. Every cell in her body knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that Marius would fit in that bed. He’d fit inside her as well, although based on the overall size of him, maybe not easily. Her body clenched at the thought. He wouldn’t complain about the food, the lack of servants, or the size of the room. Not even the dirt under her fingernails.

      When he’d said her name, it was as if her inner dragon had come to attention. Had he said “sit,” she would have sat in the middle of the street. She’d halted immediately at the sound of his voice.

      It wasn’t a conscious thing.

      He commanded something deep inside her. Part of her she hadn’t known existed. Her dragon knew him—his smell, his gritty timbre, the way he moved. Fuck, was this what it was like to have a crush on someone?

      Drawing in a deep, cleansing breath, she turned and continued toward her parents’ place. Would it be so wrong to take him as a lover? Once she had her own place, there would be no one to stop them, no reason not to give in to their desires. She had a couple of days before she’d see him again. Maybe she’d propose the idea.

      She turned the corner, and her house came into view. Why was her father in the doorway? And who was that with him? Locked in a lively argument, the two men seemed to be barely containing their anger, and their raised voices had garnered attention. Neighbors hung their heads out their windows. The woman across the street leaned against her doorjamb, watching the exchange with a smile on her face as if it was more entertainment than she’d had all day.

      “I’ll get it to you. I said I’d get it to you.” Her father’s face was flame red as he spat out the words.

      “I need it now, Darium. You’ve used up all your extensions.”

      “What’s going on?” Harlow didn’t like the way the stranger was looking down his nose at her father. Cold, beady eyes locked on her. His face was made of angles. Sharp, pointed nose, sunken cheeks, narrow chin.

      “Mortgage is due, sweetheart. Your father is having trouble paying.” His gaze skimmed over her. “I hate to throw a family such as yours into the street, but I’m not a charity, you understand.”

      She snorted. “There must be some mistake. We own this house. My father bought it outright when he sold our Firedrake residence.”

      Her father shot her an apologetic look and cleared his throat.

      “Daddy?”

      He hung his head as he said, “We took out a mortgage a few months ago. We needed the money for living expenses.”

      “What living expenses?” She flailed her arms. She hadn’t bought anything for herself that she hadn’t paid for with her own money in over a year. They had no servants, no luxuries. Hades, they rarely had anything in the pantry.

      “This and that,” he mumbled. “None of your concern.”

      “None of my—?” She glared at him in utter fury. Her father’s inability to meet her gaze told her all she needed to know. She’d long suspected her mother’s drinking habit and penchant for fine dresses was out of control. Her father’s addiction to expensive tobacco and fine wine wasn’t helping either. While she’d lived like a pauper, they’d squandered every dime they’d had left as well as what she’d earned them.

      “How much do they owe?” she asked the stranger.

      He told her a sum equal to almost all her savings. His mouth of narrow teeth bent in what was supposed to be an expression of pity but looked a little too much like a smile. No doubt if he repossessed the house, he’d probably profit heartily on its resale. “I’m afraid if the balance isn’t paid in full today, I’ll need to contact the authorities and initiate foreclosure.”

      Harlow’s heart sank into her stomach. If she bailed them out, she’d barely have enough left for a single cycle’s rent on the apartment. How would she feed herself? There wouldn’t be enough left to gamble with either. And she’d already been paid for the work she was doing for Marius. There’d be no other money coming in until after the end of this cycle. She needed that nest egg to live off until she could establish herself in a career that was more stable than gambling on pit matches.

      “Wait here,” she commanded. No matter how crazy her parents made her, they were her parents. She wouldn’t allow them to be thrown out into the street when she had the resources to keep that from happening. As hard as things had gotten these past months, she knew they’d do the same for her.

      She strode through the house and into her bedroom, carefully closing the door behind her. She flipped up the mattress and wriggled her hand into the secret opening there. Her fingers closed around the bag of coins. She counted out what they owed and sighed angrily at the pittance that was left. She shoved it back into the mattress.

      When she returned to the door, her father’s eyes expanded into saucers at the sight of the gold tallons in her hand. “Here.” She dropped the coins into the stranger’s palm. “I’ll need a receipt.” There was no way she was going to risk this man pocketing the money and not crediting their account.

      His sleazy grin widened, and he pulled a section of scroll from his bag, affixing a wax seal to the bottom. “Of course, my lady. Pleasure doing business with you.”
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      “Where in Hades did you get that much money?”

      Harlow ignored her father’s gaping jaw and strode into the house, her chest heavy with the loss of the independent future she’d hoped for. It felt like a small death, and she grieved it. How she’d longed for that little room above the old woman’s shop.

      Her dad slammed the door behind them. “Harlow, answer me!”

      “Don’t you mean to say ‘Thank you, Harlow, for saving me and your mother from certain homelessness’?” She leaned up against the table and crossed her legs at the ankle.

      His lips pursed as if he’d tasted something sour. “Thank you, Harlow, but if you’d shared the money with us in the first place, Flavius wouldn’t have called in our debt to begin with. Plus, we could have saved ourselves the embarrassing experience of being the neighbors’ entertainment tonight.”

      “Are you sure? Because it seems like you’ve blown through every other amount I’ve given you since we moved here.” She slammed her palms down on the table behind her, and it tipped on uneven legs.

      He gasped, looking as offended as she’d ever seen him. Chin held high, he pointed a finger at the ceiling. “I don’t think that’s fair, Harlow. We’ve all suffered incredibly adjusting to our change in lifestyle.”

      Her mother came out of their bedroom then, looking haggard with a bag slung over her shoulder that rattled with her movements. “Is he gone?”

      “He’s gone,” Harlow answered.

      “Thank the goddess. I need a drink!” She smoothed the side of her elaborately coiffed hair.

      “A drink is the last thing you need.” Harlow strode toward her mother and unzipped the bag. It was filled with gold and jewelry. Thousands of dragmars’ worth. “What in Hades? Why didn’t you hock this to pay your bills?”

      Lemetria’s eyebrows shot up. “Our bills, Harlow. You live here too, and you’re an adult. This is our insurance plan, only to be used in case of emergency.”

      Harlow gestured toward the door. “What exactly did you think that was?”

      She tipped her head toward her shoulder. “We had one more warning. If he started foreclosure, we’d pay him then.”

      Harlow covered her face with her hands. “Fine, then sell it and pay me back for what I paid him.”

      “Two-thirds of it, you mean,” her father said. “Again, it’s the three of us here.”

      “Fine,” she said through her teeth.

      Her mother dropped the bag of jewelry on the table. “Ugh! This is all so stressful. Darium, do you have any more of that tribiscal wine?”

      Harlow’s hand came down on the table again with a slap. “No, Mother, you do not need a drink right now, or another dress! You don’t need anything but to talk about what just happened and how to prevent it from ever happening again!”

      “Honestly, Harlow, I think you need a drink. Relax. It’s over. Let’s all get on with our lives.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      “Language!” Her father tossed a hand into the air in exasperation. “Your mother needs to slow her drinking. We get it. No need to swear.”

      “Hey!” Lemetria placed her hands on her hips. “I’m not the only one who spends money around here.”

      “Oh please. Oh please!” Harlow leveled a pointed stare on her father. “You don’t get to point fingers. How much did you spend on elfish tobacco this month, Dad? And is that a new shirt? You both have to stop spending money. If you’re going to survive here, you both need to make changes. Only eat what you cook for yourself. Drink water. Try to get work. Stop buying clothes.”

      “Don’t you mean all three of us?” Darium said. “You’ve bought… things.” He gestured vaguely around the room.

      Her mother’s heavy sigh interrupted any attempt at an answer. “We shouldn’t be wasting energy fighting about this. Once you marry Adradys, our days of pinching pennies will be over! Thank the goddess he proposed to you. It’s the answer to all our prayers.”

      Harlow closed her eyes and inhaled through her nose. So that was it. The truth ignited in her mind like dragon fire. Her parents weren’t as worried about this as she was because they assumed that she’d be engaged to Adradys before Flavius had time to foreclose on the property. They wouldn’t have to hock anything or tighten any belts. As far as they were concerned, all they had to do was delay total economic catastrophe for a few days.

      Goddess, she had to end this. She had to end this now! “I’m not marrying Adradys,” she blurted. “I will never marry Adradys. The answer is no. Never. Not negotiable. I’m giving him back his ring as soon as possible.”

      Her parents gasped in unison. Lemetria held her hands out toward her, all color draining from her face. “Harlow, what are you saying? Have you lost your mind? Do you know what this marriage could do for us? Think about someone other than yourself!”

      Her vision washed red, and her teeth clenched to the point of pain. She raised her chin into the air before answering in a low, steady voice. “The only person I should think about when considering a marriage proposal is me! I’m the one who’d have to sleep next to that rank and pompous slimeball every night. I’m the one who’d be expected to bear his children. ‘Serve me, Harlow. I can’t possibly fill my own bowl!’” she said in falsetto. “The man runs a doormaking company and doesn’t have a single callus or splinter on his perfectly manicured fingers.”

      Her father grunted. “I have noticed that. What a poser.”

      “Exactly.” She pointed at her dad. “He’s a soft, spineless clown, and I will never marry him. You cannot force me. Under the new regime, it’s against the law. If you try, I’ll leave. I’ve already found a place. I will leave tomorrow if I have to.” It was an empty threat. She didn’t think she had the money to leave. Still, it needed to be said.

      Her mother clutched the base of her throat. “You don’t mean that! You’ve made plans to leave? Why? Where will you go?”

      Harlow crossed her arms. The truth was like a river now whose dam she had destroyed. Words gushed out of her, pressurized from being held back for too long. “I’m tired of working my ass off to support you. You’re both full-grown dragons. Dad, you started your company from nothing. What’s stopping you from doing it again? And Mom, if you got off your barstool long enough, maybe you could find a job at one of those dress stores you frequent. You’ve always had an eye for fashion, and you know everyone in the kingdom with money. Why not use that to your advantage? I’ve been the only one earning anything to support us this past year, and what do I get for it? You want to marry me off to a man you and Dad can’t even stand.”

      “Oh, Lemetria, I knew this was a mistake. She doesn’t like the man. Not even a little.” Darium stuffed himself into his armchair and buried his face in his hand.

      “How were we to know?” Lemetria groused. “When he sent the falcon to say he’d seen her at the pits and wanted to join us for dinner, I assumed the two had a connection! It said you sat with him, Harlow. You talked.”

      Harlow flung her hands down by her sides. “The only connection I had with that dragon was a few conversations where I suggested he’d be lucky to hire Dad for his second-rate door company. That’s why I thought he’d come. And he had the audacity to give us that stupid excuse about his business’s reputation.” She made a gagging sound.

      “He’s absolutely wretched,” Darium snarled.

      “But very rich,” Lemetria offered.

      Harlow and her father stared her mother down.

      “Fine, you won’t be marrying the asshole.” Lemetria sagged into the chair across from her father.

      “Thank you,” Harlow said.

      “There’s only one problem,” Darium muttered, leaning back to stare at the ceiling.

      Harlow laughed. “Only one?”

      “A big one.” Her father scrubbed his face with his hands. “What happened tonight is just the start. Without his money to bail us out, we’re doomed.”

      “Exactly how bad is it?”

      Her father frowned and glanced away. “Even if your mother sold every last piece of jewelry in that bag for top dollar, it wouldn’t be enough to pay off what we owe.”

      Harlow’s eyes widened. Her gaze darted between her parents, and panic gripped her shoulders. For a moment, she was tempted to flee the sinking ship. Their debt was not technically hers. She could leave, work hard, live simply. She could let them fail. But even as she considered it, she knew it was out of the question. As difficult as her parents could be, she loved them. Harlow was no whelp, but she’d lived under the shelter of their wealth for hundreds of years. Her father’s prosperity had been her prosperity for most of her life, and he’d never begrudged her a single thing.

      Never in all those years had her parents tried to force her to marry or to move out on her own despite her advanced age. Before they’d lost everything, her parents had never asked her to pay for anything, never expected her to contribute in any way. Even now, when they were desperate, they accepted her decision not to marry Adradys. There were no ultimatums. In fact, both of her parents looked at her with only love.

      In her heart, she knew without a doubt that Lemetria and Darium were not lazy. Darium had started his doormaking business from nothing, and Lemetria had helped him grow it. And they weren’t cruel people. They never actually supported Eleanor’s regime.

      No, her parents were simply stuck. Their identity had been rooted to a reality that didn’t exist anymore, and unlike her, they were struggling to adapt to their new circumstances.

      “You’re not doomed,” Harlow said. “But if you continue to live like you have been, you will be.” She thought of Brantley. He and his family lived on a meager quarry income. Aiden didn’t work, and they had two whelps. If he could make ends meet, surely they could with three adult dragons contributing.

      “Oh, Harlow.” Her mother sighed in exasperation. “Don’t you think we know that we need to tighten our belts? We’ve tried!”

      “No, Mom, actually, I don’t think you have. What I know is that the reason you’ve stopped spending your days at the Silver Sunset is not because you have some newfound sense of responsibility but because Roosevelt cut you off. You haven’t been paying your tab.”

      Her mother’s face flushed red, and her gaze darted to the floor.

      “And Dad, I know that wine you pulled out for Adradys was from the stash you keep for yourself. I’ve heard the rumors. Everyone in the marketplace knows your reputation, and I don’t mean for doormaking. When we went together, there was a reason the vendors required dragmars instead of credit. You haven’t been covering your debts, have you?”

      “No credit.” He massaged the bridge of his nose, looking positively ancient.

      Silence stretched between them. At least her parents seemed genuinely contrite for their actions.

      Neither one of them argued her point or would meet her gaze, until finally her mother crossed her arms and lifted her chin. “Well, Harlow, you seem to be the only one of us who has adapted to our new situation with any grace whatsoever. I’m ashamed to say, I don’t know what to do. If I could marry Adradys, I would—”

      “Excuse me?” her father protested.

      “You know what I mean, Darium. At least Adradys asked her. Harlow had an option. He didn’t ask us. Any talk about hiring your father was completely dismissed.”

      Darium spread his hands, entirely humbled. “That is true. I would have taken the work. I would have swept the floor in his door factory if he’d have me.”

      “I know,” Harlow said softly. “But we’re out of options now. Each of us needs to find work. Anything we can get, and I mean anything.”

      Her parents stared at each other for a long time, communicating in that wordless way that dragon mates often did. Her father stood and faced her head on. For the first time since they’d lost everything, Harlow thought she saw a hint of who he once was in his eyes, which were powerful and determined.

      “That’s settled, then. Tomorrow, we find work.”
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      Marius tried his best not to yawn as each member of the Council of Elders reported on their sector of the kingdom. It was all he could do to keep his head from bobbing. In fairness, the topics so far had been far from invigorating.

      “Someone has stolen one of our mountain sheep from the herd,” Elder Montdrake said, his eyes shifting to Varilus, the elder from a neighboring sector.

      “Is that an accusation, Montdrake? For the goddess’s sake, it’s one sheep in thousands. Why would I risk your anger over a singular mountain sheep?”

      Marius shook himself awake. “Probably a teenager,” he muttered.

      The queen glanced at him, raising an eyebrow.

      He expounded. “They shift unexpectedly and have a hard time with impulse control. Always hungry. Mountain sheep are easy pickings.” He focused in on Montdrake. “Anyone in your sector have an adolescent?”

      His ears reddened. “Er, actually, my nephew.”

      “I’d check his treasure cave for bones. Varilus is right. If it was a common thief, you’d be missing more than one.”

      The two men nodded.

      “Nochtbend is raising the price of gold again,” Elder Shallice started in. His sector bordered the vampire kingdom and benefited greatly from the trade industry.

      Queen Raven inclined her head. “I can speak with Master Demidicus, but Paragon’s demand for gold is not based on need. Our citizens can survive quite well without it. If people are willing to pay the price, I’d say it must be worth the cost.”

      “But our economy depends on the trade!” Shallice blustered.

      “If the decisions of Nochtbend will so strongly impact your sector, you need to consider how to diversify. We can’t control the price they set, and I won’t leverage what goodwill we have built with the vampire kingdom over something as trivial as gold. If people think it’s too high, they should stop buying it. If they do, I think you’ll see the price come down as quickly as it has gone up.”

      “Roosevelt, what’s your update on Hobble Glen?” Marius asked, moving the conversation along.

      “We’ve heard rumblings recently that an underground group of Eleanor’s old supporters are organizing. I don’t know how many there are or what they’re planning.”

      Marius straightened in his chair. “Then how do you know they exist?”

      “Someone left a flyer at the Silver Sunset. I brought it with me.” Roosevelt rose from his chair and conveyed a piece of parchment to Marius.

      He unrolled it and read the message.

      
        
        Concerned that Queen Raven and King Gabriel are breaking the old law?

        Want to see things return to how they were before the revolution?

        Eleanor is gone, but supporters of the old ways are organizing. Discerning dragons will know us when they see us. You can’t find us, but we’ll find you.

      

      

      He handed the scroll to Queen Raven. “Concerning, to say the least,” he mumbled.

      Raven glanced briefly at it, then returned it to Roosevelt almost violently, but when she spoke, she was as cool, calm, and collected as any queen could be. “Although it hurts me that any citizen of Paragon would feel that Eleanor’s reign was superior to where our kingdom is now, there is nothing illegal about this scroll. Citizens of Paragon are allowed their own thoughts and opinions. Eleanor is dead. She will never sit on this throne again. Anyone who legitimately is calling for a return to the old law needs to look no further than Marius at my side. The old law would have him as king, and he has not only already refused that position but acknowledged my position here. Unless and until this group threatens to take the throne by force or undermines the kingdom through illegal means, all we can do is keep our eyes and ears open to their activities.”

      “I firmly agree,” Marius added to back her up.

      The council grumbled their agreement.

      “Any other news to report?” Marius asked. When there was no response, he tapped his gavel and dismissed everyone. The elders stood and started speaking among themselves, but Raven turned immediately to him.

      “May I speak with you privately?”

      “Of course, my queen.” He followed her from the room, down the hall to her private chambers. Confused, he paused outside her door. “Gabriel will not like my scent being in your room.”

      “It’s the only way to get to my ritual room,” she said. “And my ritual room is the only place in the palace where I can guarantee our conversation will be private. Let me deal with Gabriel. Please.” She gestured to a door at the back of the suite.

      He growled, completely uncomfortable but unwilling to tell her no. If she required total privacy, this had to be a sensitive topic. Maybe something about his nightmares. Reluctantly, he followed her through the door she held open for him.

      Inside, Raven’s ritual room caught him by surprise. In a palace made of shiny black obsidian, somehow she’d created a room of sparkling white. The only color was the purple outline of a circular symbol on the floor and the bright green of the forest beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows on the far wall to his left.

      “The white stone is marble,” she said. “Gabriel and I procured it from Earth. It helps ground my magic to have something from home.”

      “Don’t you worry about someone watching you?” He gestured toward the windows.

      She smiled. “No. They’re enchanted. That wall is made of stone. From the outside, all you see is the side of the palace. The enchantment is on the inside. It sees around the stone.”

      He blinked and walked closer to the window. A bird flitted by and landed on a tree. “This isn’t real?”

      “It absolutely is real!” Raven said like the thought offended her. “That bird is sitting in the tree on the other side of the wall.”

      “But it’s not glass,” Marius said.

      “So? Do the materials matter if the view is the same?”

      “I guess not.” He turned back toward her. “What is it you wanted to talk to me about?”

      “The scroll Roosevelt found at the Silver Sunset is more concerning to me than I could let on during the council meeting. What I said was true. Everyone does have a right to their opinion. What concerns me is that someone might act out violently against my sister Avery.”

      “Why Avery?” The queen’s sister had always been kind to him and was the only one who wore one of the same symbols that was branded into his skin. He couldn’t understand why anyone might want to hurt her.

      “Because she’s mortal,” Raven said lightly. “Her innate power is to neutralize magic, therefore she can’t take Xavier’s tooth. She can’t heal like you or I do either.”

      He frowned, remembering that was why she’d needed to be resurrected. “That does make her a target, but I was under the impression that her condition was a well-kept secret.”

      Raven rubbed her palms together and paced the room. “It was meant to be, but when we brought her back after killing Eleanor, we did so on the veranda. With dragon sight and hearing, I can’t say for sure that no one else saw or heard what happened. If one of the soldiers was flying over or invisible—”

      “You were out in the open. It’s completely possible,” Marius agreed. The queen was right to be worried. He hadn’t thought about the specifics of that morning. He’d been catatonic at the time and had few memories of his own. But she was right. A dragon in the area could have easily made themselves invisible and escaped notice. They wouldn’t have been scared off by the erupting volcano, and they wouldn’t even have had to have been close to see what was happening. Dragons could see for miles and hear across great distances. Avery’s secret was definitely not safe.

      “What do you want me to do?”

      She groaned. “It gives me no pleasure to ask this after our last conversation, but could you ask Harlow to keep her ear to the ground? Given her family’s past relationships, it’s possible someone will approach her or her parents. She might be the key to finding out who’s behind this.”

      Marius raised a hand. “Let me get this straight. After warning me that Harlow might be a spy and that I should be exceptionally careful allowing her close to me, you are now asking me to ask her to be a spy for us?”

      “I know it sounds ironic, but—”

      Marius grumbled. “No.”

      “I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important. This could be a life-and-death situation. We’re connected, you know. If someone kills Avery and she stays dead, Clarissa and I could lose our magic. We got lucky bringing her back when we did. Her soul was still with us. When Aborella unbound us before, we lost all our powers. A true death would likely mean the same fate.”

      He turned back toward the window that wasn’t a window. Why couldn’t anything be easy? “I’ll consider it.”

      Raven dropped her chin once in silent agreement. “Now that that’s settled, there’s something else I need to talk to you about.”

      “Hmm.” The bird in the tree outside the window had captured an insect in its beak. He watched the legs kick as it swallowed its meal down.

      “I’ve studied the drawings Alexander did of the markings on your torso, and I have a theory about the symbols.”

      He turned back around and shot her an expectant glare.

      “When Gabriel and I first met and he learned he could trust me, he explained that Paragon existed in a different dimension from Earth. At the time, I didn’t have a good handle on what that meant. And when I asked him, he held up two napkins and explained that it was like two parallel worlds existing simultaneously, but that aside from the use of a portal, you could not reach one from the other.”

      She walked to the symbol at the center of her ritual room and passed her hand over it, muttering an incantation whose meaning Marius did not understand. A figure glowed to life. It looked like a stack of thirteen different pieces of white parchment separated by varying gaps that were filled by night sky and twinkling stars.

      “Thirteen dimensions. But these aren’t like Earth and Ouros. These aren’t physical dimensions but spiritual ones.”

      Marius shook his head. “I’m not following.”

      “My first clue was when you said that the goddess was in the same place as you before we resurrected her. I understood the spell Eleanor used to kill her. Eleanor did not send Aitna to Earth or some other physical dimension. That doesn’t work with spiritual entities. She sent her to the underworld.”

      “What does this have to do with the symbols?”

      “I was examining Alexander’s sketches, and I kept coming back to the spiraling symbol that you and Avery share. I could have sworn I’d seen it before. After extensive research, I realized I had… in an old grimoire. The symbol represents the afterlife. So I started thinking, what if the afterlife wasn’t some abstract concept but a place? And what if it was layered?”

      He squinted at the floating rectangles over the symbol.

      “We have folklore in my world that hell has levels. Hell is how many humans think of Hades. Earth and Ouros have a shared history, so I started linking each of your symbols to a ‘level’ of Hades. Instead of researching in books on symbols, I read books on the underworld, and that’s when I had a breakthrough.”

      Marius’s head was spinning. He was trying to follow, but this idea of spiritual dimensions was not an easy one for his mind to wrap around.

      “The easiest way for me to explain is to show you. I’m going to open a window to the first level, the one closest to us spiritually.” She pointed at the first rectangle in the stack. “Tell me if you recognize what you see.”

      Her lips began to move, and so did her arms and hands. She drew intricate symbols and made large sweeping movements in the air as she circled and mumbled the words to some ancient spell. When she stopped moving, a blazing light appeared at the center of the symbol. With a grunt, Raven pulled her hands apart.

      Marius stopped breathing. “I know this place.” He stepped forward, reaching toward the warm yellow light and white tower beyond. His fingers bounced off an invisible barrier.

      “It’s a window, Marius. Not a portal.” Sweat broke out on Raven’s forehead.

      “I’ve been there before. It’s a good place. We tried to get back there as much as possible.”

      With a groan, Raven clapped her hands together, and the window closed.

      “What does this mean?” he asked.

      “It means that I think each of the symbols on your body represents a dimension that your soul traveled to while you were dead. The books I read on the subject suggested that normally when someone dies, their soul goes to one of these dimensions. It’s a type of purgatory. The soul must pass a series of trials to move on. Eleanor’s curse kept you from ever transitioning. She stopped you from truly dying.”

      “I was trapped.” He studied the layers of his prison, memories flooding back to him.

      “Your soul bounced from dimension to dimension over the three hundred years you were gone. You have a symbol for every bounce. Avery only has one because we pulled her back from that place.”

      He looked down at himself, at the symbols covering his torso. “I didn’t bounce. I worked for every transcendence.” Marius paced around the chamber. “When you’re there, you’re hungry. Not like a natural hunger, a soul-grating hunger that drives you. Not every place is as beautiful as the one you just showed me.” He rubbed his temples. His head pounded, his mind filling with flashes, images.

      “Maybe that’s enough for today. You look like you’re going to be sick.” Raven strode to his side and placed a hand on his back. “I’m going to keep studying this, Marius, but I think we’re close to solving the problem of your nightmares. If this theory is true, then perhaps your nightmares are just lingering memories from the thirteen dimensions. They should abate the longer you’re among the living. Maybe they’ll even eventually fade as you heal inside and out.”

      It made sense, and the more that Marius thought about it, the more a sense of peace settled over his heart. With one arm, he pulled her into an embrace. “Thank you, Raven. By the goddess, thank you.”
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      By the time Harlow reached the practice arena the following day, she was mentally and physically exhausted. Not only had she had to forgo the apartment she desperately wanted the night before, she’d spent the entire morning applying for positions around Hobble Glen. With any luck, she’d be employed before sunset. Goddess, she needed a bit of luck.

      She tossed her bag onto a bench, suddenly aware Adradys’s ring lingered inside. She’d put off giving him her answer for far too long. As soon as practice was finished, she must return it and tell him the truth.

      “How did the apartment work out?” Marius’s grin held all the expectation it had two days ago. He was probably still thinking about fitting into that tiny bed with her. The sheer wanting almost made her cry. She’d loved that fantasy.

      She rubbed her forehead and forced a smile. “Didn’t work out. I’m going to stay with my parents a little longer.”

      He frowned. “But you were so excited about it. Did something happen?”

      She slanted her head to the right. “Unforeseen expenses. I need more time to save. I’m working to find a second job.”

      “You don’t make enough here?” He looked genuinely concerned.

      “Not enough to pay off my parents’ debts and move in to my own place,” she said softly. It was too much. Unprofessional. It was one thing to get personal outside the ring. Another entirely when they were here to work.

      “I can lend you money if you need it.”

      She shook her head once. “No. That’s kind of you, but I’ll handle it.”

      Thankfully, Brantley showed up then and interrupted any additional attempt Marius might have made to find out more about her situation. She clapped her hands together. “Okay, time to get serious. Take your places.”

      She stepped up on the platform and raised the flag. “Ready? Fight!” The flag dropped and Marius and Brantley collided, but unlike before, Harlow studied every nuance of the match. “Marius, pay attention to the placement of your wings.” She stopped the match, jumped down, and adjusted them for him.

      She was pretty sure he shivered when she touched the webbing. Her gaze met his and she smiled. “Try now.”

      Again, she watched carefully. After a week of letting him be Brantley’s punching bag, she needed to make up for lost time. “Stop!” she yelled when it was clear Brant was one move away from slamming him to the stones. “Marius, you aren’t low enough. He’s going to knock you on your ass because your center of gravity is all wrong. Bend your knees.”

      To his credit, Marius took her advice without question. By the end of their practice, he was holding his own. “Good work. I’ll see you both tomorrow.”

      Brant gave her a wave and headed for the locker room.

      Marius hung back. “Walk you home again today?”

      She lifted her bag onto her shoulder, feeling the weight of the ring inside. “I’m sorry. Not today. There’s something I have to do. Another time?”

      He nodded but looked deeply disappointed. She didn’t blame him. She felt the same way. A cloud passed behind his eyes. She knew that feeling too. Self-doubt. Self-loathing.

      She grabbed his forearm before he could even think about leaving. “I enjoy spending time with you. I just have something… personal… I have to take care of. It’s important and it can’t wait.”

      His gaze traced up her arm and settled on her mouth, his lids heavy. “Another time, then.”

      She let him go and headed for the exit.

      Twilight had fallen over Paragon by the time she arrived at Adradys’s house in the Firedrake district. She straightened her best gown before knocking on the oversized and gaudily ornate door. A butler in the most pretentious uniform Harlow had ever seen answered. It was dark purple and trimmed with gold thread and buttons. Gold was exceptionally expensive these days. The uniform must be worth a fortune.

      The man ushered her into a parlor that could have swallowed her entire house. “Tea?”

      “No, thank you. Maybe some water.”

      He strode to a pitcher on a bar at the back of the room and poured her a glass. Bowing slightly at the waist, he handed her the crystal goblet. “The master will be with you in a moment.”

      “Thank you.” She should have sent a falcon to let him know she was coming, but renting the bird was yet another expense she couldn’t afford. She made herself comfortable and waited.

      After several long minutes, she stood and paced the room. More time passed, and she examined the books on the shelves. She paced the room again. Poured herself another glass of water.

      A full hour after she’d arrived, Adradys appeared in the doorway, not a hair out of place. While she was exhausted, in need of a meal and a bath, and utterly sick of waiting in that room, he looked like he had just climbed out of a hot bath to have his servant dress him and buff his nails. She’d never seen skin that smooth, not even on her own face.

      “Harlow, I’m so glad you stopped by. What a pleasure.” He held out his hand to her and kissed her fingers with weak, soft lips. His rank odor hit her square in the face. He really needed to sort that cologne. Ugh.

      “Good to see you again,” she forced out. “I’ve come to give you my answer.” She reached into her bag and retrieved the box with the ring.

      He scoffed. “Honestly, I’m surprised you’re not wearing it. Do you desire me to place it on your finger?”

      She held the box out to him. “I am flattered by your interest in me and know that you will make someone a wonderful husband or mate someday, but my answer is no.”

      He chuckled and stared down at the ring. His eyes flicked up to hers and then back down at the ring as if he were waiting for her to say something else.

      “You must be joking,” he finally said, his smile fading into a scowl.

      “No. I’m sorry.” She jerked her head to the left once. “The truth is we’d be miserable together. I have too many habits that you wouldn’t appreciate in a wife, plus there’s your reputation to consider. If you can’t hire my father for fear of his past ruining your company, I’d say you’d be taking far too much risk to marry his daughter.” She pressed the ring into his hands, then turned around to reach for her bag.

      His hands were on her in the blink of an eye, his fingers digging into her shoulders. “Don’t you turn your back on me, wench. If I say you’re mine, you’re mine.” The words hissed through his teeth with such aggression that Harlow froze. He turned her around in his arms, crushed her in a bear hug, and smashed his lips into hers with such force their teeth clacked.

      It took much too long for Harlow to overcome the utter shock and confusion of the moment to react. His lips were cool and entirely too soft, as was the rest of his narrow body aside from the very short length of maleness pressed into her hip. Once her brain regained its footing, she found her balance, jerked her head back, and headbutted him as hard as she could.

      “Oww!” His hand rose to the red mark on his forehead just as she stomped on his foot and kneed him in the balls. He collapsed in a heap of angry male dragon.

      “I am not and will never be your wench, Adradys. And as of now, don’t even call me your friend. Stay away from me.” She swept her purse from the couch and strode toward the door.

      A deafening crash came from the foyer before she got there, and Harlow heard the butler scream. A purple-and-gold blur raced for the kitchen. Harlow tentatively peeked around the corner to see what had spooked him. The door had been kicked in and hung off its hinges. Marius loomed in its place like Hades himself come for a soul. In the moonlight, his pale hair and eyes glowed like silver flames, truly terrifying. His chest rose and fell in huffs, and his wings seemed to take up every inch of the front room.

      Harlow stepped into the foyer. “What are you doing here?”

      Marius frowned. “I saw through the window. He put his hands on you. Do you need… assistance?” The words came awkwardly, as if he’d acted before he’d thought it through. A low growl rumbled in his chest.

      She tilted her head. She’d been in here over an hour. “Did you… follow me here?”

      “I wanted to make sure you made it home safely.” His gaze sliced to the side.

      She couldn’t keep the corner of her mouth from twitching. “You’ve come to save me.”

      Marius glanced away and grunted noncommittally.

      They were interrupted when Adradys appeared in the door to the salon, red-faced and hunched as if he was still in pain. He sneered at Marius. “What are you doing here?”

      Marius sneered right back. “As it turns out, nothing.”

      Harlow looped her arm into Marius’s. “Come on. Let’s get out of here.”

      As they turned to leave, Adradys snapped, “You’ll rue the day you rejected me, Harlow.”

      “I find that highly unlikely.”

      He roared after them. “Things are changing. Mark my words, there will come a time when you’ll be begging for the opportunity to shine my shoes.”

      She shrugged. “Just as long as I don’t have to kiss you again.”

      At that, Marius gave a low chuckle and withdrew a fistful of dragmars from his belt. He tossed them at Adradys’s feet. “For the door.”

      Side by side, they exited the house, turned themselves invisible, and took to the skies. She soared after Marius, a deep heaviness forming in her chest. Adradys was powerful. He was wealthy. Only a fool would underestimate his ability to make her life miserable. He was a devil, and they’d just invited all his demons to come out and play.
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      Marius followed Harlow’s scent to the top of Passage Hill at the far side of Hobble Glen. The suns had set, and Ouros’s two moons drenched the forest around them in silver light. She landed among the trees and dropped her invisibility.

      “What an asshole,” he said, his feet touching down beside her.

      She whirled and faced him. The smile she’d given him in Adradys’s place had been replaced by a reproachful expression he didn’t fully understand. She marched toward him and shoved him in the chest, hard. “What gives you the right to follow me without my permission?”

      He folded his arms. “I didn’t think I needed permission to make sure you got home safely.”

      She scoffed. “Well, you do. Where I was going tonight was none of your business. I told you I had something to take care of.”

      “You did.”

      “I told you I couldn’t walk home with you tonight.”

      “You did.”

      “Ugh, Marius, do you not understand that you following me was an invasion of my privacy?”

      He rubbed his chin and narrowed his eyes. “My intention was only to follow you to the guardhouse. Then I couldn’t help myself.”

      “It was none of your business where I was going.”

      “No. But after we’d spoken last, I knew you were in dire financial straits. I was afraid you’d do something… desperate.”

      She spread her hands in the universal sign for are you kidding me and gaped at him. “And how is that your concern?”

      He grunted. The dragon in him wanted to growl that he wouldn’t apologize for protecting her, but he’d spent enough time with her to know she’d roll her eyes and head for home the moment it was out of his mouth. Instead, he reined in his baser instincts and gritted out, “You’re right. Despite my good intentions, it was an invasion of your privacy… I apologize.”

      Her eyes wrinkled at the corners. “That was difficult for you, wasn’t it?”

      “The fucking worst.”

      A laugh escaped her, and her expression softened. “Apology accepted.” She looked out over the city, her hands resting easily on her bodice. “It was sweet, although misguided.”

      “I was going for sweet.” He watched her carefully. “Will you tell me what you were doing there? At first, I thought maybe you two were…”

      “A couple?”

      “Yeah. Well, until you kneed him in the balls.”

      “Hmm. Right.” She studied the ground in front of her toes. “The truth is he asked me to marry him.”

      Marius could not stop a wave of possessiveness from plowing through him. He took a step toward her before he had a second to think, then pulled up short. He had no reason to be jealous with Harlow. She wasn’t his, no matter how interested his dragon was in her. “I take it your answer was no.”

      She smiled at him then. “I couldn’t. It was tempting, mind you. It would have been the easy way out—a way to solve our financial troubles—but the man is a pompous ass. I just couldn’t do it. I went there to return the ring he gave me and tell him unequivocally no. I think I bruised his ego.”

      A small part of him jumped up and cheered. “Bruised more than that by the looks of things.”

      The corner of her mouth twitched. “He needed a reminder that whom I marry is my choice.”

      Marius concealed a growl behind a cough. She shouldn’t have to remind anyone of that. What little respect he’d held for Adradys dissolved under a newfound desire to bloody his nose. “My offer still stands. I can help you… financially.”

      She frowned and shook her head. “It’s generous of you, but I can’t accept. It wouldn’t help. Anything you’d give us… my parents would likely spend it. We need to get ourselves out of this mess. I think it’s important that my mother and father work to feel in control of their circumstances. They’re both wallowing in self-pity. It’s like they’ve never accepted the reality we’re living. We’ll figure it out on our own.” She looked back out over Hobble Glen. “Or we won’t, and we’ll face the consequences, but we’ll know we brought about our own destiny. You probably think I’m foolish, but it’s the way it has to be.”

      Marius studied her for a moment. “I don’t think you’re foolish. I think you love your parents. They’re lucky to have you.”

      “They’re not the terrible people others make them out to be.”

      Just like Harlow to see the best in everyone. “I get it,” he said. “Believe it or not, my mother wasn’t always awful.”

      Harlow shot him a skeptical look. He supposed to those outside the royal family, she had always come across as hard and tyrannical, and he wondered how much he should share about their personal life. But Harlow of all people understood the complexities of family. He decided to trust her.

      “Growing up in the palace, I had very few moments to bond with my parents. Ruling a kingdom takes time and focus. Pit training started early. As soon as I could walk—I couldn’t say how old I was. I was not the best fighter. Not at first. When I would win, my trainer would call Killian, and I’d enjoy several hours of my father’s undivided attention. We all loved my father, so those times were cherished.”

      Harlow winced. “Only if you won? Your father’s presence was offered as a reward for winning?”

      Marius stared at the moon and continued. “As princes, my brothers and I often sparred with one another, and in private, as whelps, there were no unwritten rules against my siblings beating me as there came to be when we competed publicly. So it wasn’t just that the winner was rewarded with Killian’s presence but that the rest of us would watch our father leave with the victor, knowing that our brother would be treated with sweets and affection while we would spend the rest of the afternoon with our studies.”

      “That’s awful!” Harlow shook her head. “To treat children like that—”

      “It made us tough. It made us warriors.” He raised a brow. “It made us talented pit fighters.”

      Harlow’s fallen expression radiated sympathy. “I’m sorry, Marius, but I feel withholding affection from children to make them fight harder against one another is abusive. All those years I watched your matches, I had no idea…”

      “You’d never treat children that way, would you?” He could picture it. Harlow would be the type to dote on her children. “You’d make a wonderful mother.”

      A blush warmed her cheeks, and she glanced away. “You were saying… about Eleanor.”

      “Right. One afternoon, I lost to Xavier. I lost a lot to Xavier in the beginning.” He slanted a smile in her direction, thinking of his most stubborn brother. “I became furious. I wanted time with Killian. I wanted my father to be proud of me. I had tried my best and I was the oldest. In my young mind, I deserved to win every time. So I ran to my mother and interrupted the meeting she was in. Now, looking back, she was likely convening with foreign dignitaries. She could have had a guard carry me out and dealt with me later, but she didn’t. Eleanor excused herself without hesitation, took me by the hand, and led me to the kitchen.”

      “Really? Eleanor?”

      “Really. She ordered tea, and we sat at the servants’ table. For half an hour, she listened to me rant and wail about how unfair the matches were and how especially unfair it was I didn’t get time with Killian every day. It seemed easy for Xavier. I wanted it to be easy for me.”

      Harlow’s eyes were saucers. “In the servants’ dining room? Eleanor? Honestly?”

      He nodded. “I ranted until I simply ran out of words. And when I was done, she gestured around us. She asked me, ‘What do you see?’ I looked around and answered, ‘Servants.’ Our kitchen staff was well paid, but they worked for it. They looked worn and tired. Their clothing was not what mine was. She said, ‘What makes you better than them?’ I remember feeling so confused. I blurted, ‘I’m a prince!’ She grabbed my hands in hers and said, ‘Exactly. If you want a servant’s life, give up your throne and work here. Here, you need not follow any of the rules for princes, and you can see Killian any time you are granted a break from your work.’ ‘But I do not want to be a servant!’ I wailed. She smiled. ‘You are worth more than easy, Marius. You were born the son of a queen, but it takes training to be a prince. You can choose not to rise to the challenges before you, but you should know that if you don’t, someone else will.” Marius scraped his nail against the side of his thumb. “Believe it or not, I thought of that day when I decided to abdicate the throne and give it to Gabriel. She was right. I am worth more than easy, and the person willing to rise to the challenge should get the crown. Stepping aside was hard but absolutely the right thing to do.”

      Harlow laughed. “I don’t think that’s what your mother meant. She was trying to toughen you up. She never actually thought you’d choose a servant’s life.”

      “Whether she meant it or not, she taught me both sides of that lesson.”

      Harlow moved closer to him, and her water-lily scent surrounded him. Goddess, she was stunning in the moonlight. “Do you regret stepping down?” she asked him softly.

      He scoffed and shook his head. “Never.” He brushed a hair back from her face, his fingers lingering near her ear. “Adradys would have been an easy solution, but you’re worth more than easy too, Harlow. You made the right choice tonight.”

      “You really think so?”

      For the first time, he thought he understood her. She wanted to be her own champion, just like he did. Having things fixed for you, whether in the pit or at the bank, lost its appeal quickly. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned about you, it’s that you do what you set your mind to. I never thought a slip of a woman like you would best me in pit fighting, but you did. And you have one hell of a right hook. I don’t plan to experience that one again.” He rubbed his jaw. “If you say you’re going to get yourself out of this, I believe you.”

      Her lips parted as she met his gaze. The moonlight reflected off a silver line along her lower lid as if she was holding back a tear. “Thank you. It means a lot to me to have someone who believes in me.”

      He inclined his head and slanted her a supportive smile.

      “What are you doing right now?” She arched a brow. “I have an idea.” She unbuttoned the neck of her dress, and he went completely still. Almost. A certain part of his anatomy kicked in his breeches.

      “Color me intrigued.”

      “Let’s shift. It’s a beautiful night. Are you up for releasing your inner dragon?” Her amber eyes flashed.

      Oh, was he. He pulled his shirt over his head, smiling at the way her eyes traced his torso. She’d seen him before at practice, but this was different. When her gaze settled on his tattoos, there was nothing but appreciation in her eyes. Appreciation and… hunger. His inner dragon sent scales rippling over his skin. Shifting together, flying side by side, it was an intimate thing. This was an invitation to get closer to her. There was no way he’d refuse. “After you.”

      She backed behind a bush, and soon her dress flew at him over the greenery. He swallowed hard and folded it neatly beside his shirt. He barely got his pants off in time to shift. As his silver paws landed on the moss between them, he gave himself over to the beast within.

      A moment later, a caramel-colored dragon stepped into the clearing, her gold wings warring with the dual moons behind her for the title of most beautiful. In dragon form, their thoughts were far less refined than in their soma form, but it felt right when she nuzzled his snout, then took to the night sky with a wild gleam in her eyes. He followed after her, his beast’s mind clearing of all thoughts. Only feelings remained. He soared above Paragon, Harlow’s water-lily scent alive in his nose, perfectly content just to be with her.
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      As weeks passed, Marius enjoyed more walks with Harlow and more late-night flights. They’d become friends. Close friends. He desperately wanted more. She was a heaven he would gladly die to enter. Thoughts of her invaded his dreams. More than once, he’d awoken hard and ready for her with no choice but to reach between his legs and find his own release. Flying solo. Pathetic.

      Sadly, the closer they’d grown, the harder it was for him to act on his desires. She’d always said his appearance didn’t bother her, but he knew in his heart that couldn’t be true. At times, he’d noticed her watching him with lust in her eyes. He’d thought she’d wanted him in the same way he’d wanted her. But afterward, he’d remind himself that she was kind. Unwaveringly kind. Her warm heart refused to allow her to see him for what he was.

      But Adradys was right. He was a freak. And when it came to a romantic relationship, a deep, unreachable part of him thought Harlow deserved better even if she refused to admit it to herself. In the beginning, he’d thought there was a chance with her, but she’d been distracted these last weeks. More than likely, she’d come to her senses and realized he was friend material and nothing more.

      The problem was, Marius thought she was mate material. His dragon pined for her. He thought he might even love her if he allowed himself to go there. He wouldn’t, of course. Admitting he loved her would be painting a bull’s-eye for a heartbreak arrow.

      If his unrequited love for Harlow had any benefit at all, it was that Marius poured all his frustration into his fighting. The past two classes, he could tell that Brantley had to work his hardest to beat him. And today… He felt good about today.

      “Take your places.” Harlow held up the flag. “Ready, and fight!”

      Even before the flag hit the gravel, Marius had Brantley’s wings hooked into his own. As Harlow had taught him, he stayed on the balls of his feet, allowing the weight of his wings to draw him back, draw his opponent to him. He sliced an uppercut between their bodies and into Brantley’s ribs, then blocked the dragon’s blow with his elbow. His knee drove into Brant’s inner thigh.

      Brant tried a hook to his temple. Wasn’t happening. He swept his leg, sending him off-balance. The hook glided in front of Marius’s face and connected with nothing but air. Marius cupped behind his elbow, unhooked his wings, and kicked his sweeping leg up. Brantley went flying, his feet kicking over his head. He landed flat on his back in the pebbles.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Harlow take a tiny step closer to the edge of her platform. Yeah, baby, I’m not done. Marius stood back, waiting for Brant to get up. The other dragon exploded from the ground, going from horizontal to his feet in a heartbeat. It was a common tactic. Any fighter who countered too slowly would have their teeth kicked in.

      Marius was ready. A leg was longer than an arm. A body was longer than a leg. Before the man could come within striking distance, Marius faked like he was falling backward, flapped his wings, and drove both feet into Brantley’s chest. He hit him like a low airborne missile before bouncing back and skidding on his knees.

      Brantley flew out of the ring and crashed down in the stones. He did not get back up.

      “Three… two… one!” Harlow was beside him, a beaming smile spread across her face. “Marius, you’ve just won your first match.” She grabbed his hand and lifted it above their heads. “Goddess, you did it! You did it!”

      With a groan, Brantley slowly climbed to his feet. “Fucking Hades.” He rubbed the back of his head. “I think you’ve created a monster. My work here is done.”

      “You’re not quitting on me yet, Brant. You’re paid up for two more lessons,” Harlow said.

      “Can we go back to balance work?” He hobbled over to them.

      Harlow checked the back of his head. “Already healed.”

      Brant thumped Marius on the back. “I think this is cause for celebration. Wife’s probably going to kill me for coming home late, but how about a pint at the Silver Sunset?”

      Harlow’s smile faded, and her eyes shifted. Money was clearly still a concern for her. Marius stopped himself from offering to pay. She probably wouldn’t accept, and he didn’t want to damage her pride. She’d turned down every offer of financial support he’d ever made.

      Brant rolled his eyes. “I’m buying, Harlow.”

      The smile returned with a clap of her hands. “Then I’m happy to participate. Marius, are you in?”

      Fucker! “Wouldn’t miss my own celebration, although I’m sensing if I don’t come, you will go on celebrating without me.” He fought back a wave of jealousy as he glanced between Harlow and Brantley, although he’d never witnessed anything but friendship between them. His dragon became anxious and moody that Brantley would get to pay for her drinks.

      Her eyebrow inched up. “Stop. It wouldn’t be much of a party without our champion.”

      Champion. He liked the sound of that. He wasn’t sure yet if he had what it took to win in the public pits, but he knew for sure that Brantley hadn’t gone easy on him today. And for that, he deserved a drink with the woman of his dreams.

      “Give me a second to get cleaned up.” Marius headed for the locker room, then made a trip to the office to give the attendant there a command. Twenty minutes later, a royal carriage pulled around to pick them all up.

      Brant whistled through his teeth. “Going in style!”

      “You know this isn’t necessary,” Harlow said. “I don’t mind walking or flying.”

      “It’s free, Harlow. Get the fuck in the carriage.” Marius opened the door for her.

      “Language!” she said through a smile that wasn’t the least bit offended. She climbed in and took a seat across from Brant. The carriage lurched into motion en route to Hobble Glen.

      “Now that I have you captive,” Marius began, “are you going to tell us what’s been up your ass the past week or so? You’ve been in a mood for days.”

      He’d asked her before, but she’d evaded the question. Well, she couldn’t avoid it this time. What was she going to do, dive out the door?

      She leaned back against the velvet seat and stared at the ceiling. “Personal stuff. It’s depressing, honestly. You don’t want to know.”

      “Try me.” Of course he wanted to know.

      Brantley nodded, backing him up. “Try us. I’ve been worried about you for weeks.”

      She groaned. “You know how my parents and I have been trying to find work?”

      They both nodded.

      “We’ve applied everywhere. Everywhere. Even the quarry. No one will hire us.”

      Marius narrowed his eyes. He’d wondered why she hadn’t snared another job yet, but he’d assumed she was finishing the work he’d paid her for before starting another position. Never had he suspected that no one would hire her.

      “That’s impossible,” Brant said. “They take everyone down at the quarry. They’d allow whelps to work if it was legal.”

      “Not us.” Harlow sighed. “They said they were fully staffed.”

      “That’s narwit fodder. They’ve been trying to hire anything that walks for months.”

      Harlow’s gold eyes turned stormy, and her previously jovial mood became pronounced with frustration. “I think we’re blacklisted. Every day for the past two weeks, I’ve applied at business after business in Paragon. No one will even talk to me, let alone hire me. I know my dad supported Eleanor, and some of it is deserved, but we’re one bad bet away from not being able to feed ourselves.”

      Marius’s eyes narrowed. “That wasn’t part of the deal.”

      “Huh?” Harlow tucked her hair behind her ear.

      “Darium’s punishment for supporting Eleanor was losing his license to sell doors. There’s nothing in the sentence that doesn’t allow him to work or sell something else. Other business owners were never encouraged by the crown not to hire him. And you, Harlow, you were found innocent, as was your mother. Why would you be blacklisted by anyone?”

      “I don’t know. All I know is I’ve been busting my ass to find work. So have my parents. No one will hire us. Not even for the jobs no one else wants.”

      Marius frowned at the glint of tears in her eyes. He’d known she was struggling, but she’d hidden her frustration well these past weeks. Seeing her like this made him want to shove every business owner who had ever rejected her up against a wall and show them personally what a need for mercy felt like.

      “Sorry, Hairy,” Brant said. “That’s a tough deal.”

      She rubbed a hand over her face. Suddenly she looked thinner to Marius, more fragile. He watched her pull herself together and force a smile. “The good news is, I’m just as much an ace at the pits as always. And once Marius is back in the ring, I’m sure to make a mint betting on his fights.”

      Marius snorted. “Will you be betting for me or against me?”

      “Depends on your competitor.” She laughed.

      “Ouch.”

      The carriage halted, and they all piled into the Silver Sunset and got a table near the back. Marius pointed toward the bar where Roosevelt was busy stocking shelves. “I’ll get the first round.”

      Brant and Harlow were all too eager to agree. He understood. Money was tight for both of them. He was a royal ambassador, but he wasn’t so removed to not understand what it was like not to have anything.

      Roosevelt wasn’t just a friend. He’d been a member of the resistance, working with Sylas and Colin to build up the Defenders of the Goddess in Paragon. The man had his ear to the ground. Nothing happened in Hobble Glen without his knowing.

      Marius approached and tossed a handful of dragmars on the bar. “Two pints and a tribiscal. And some of those elderbeast sliders for me and my friends.”

      “Anything for a Treasure of Paragon,” he said with a wink. “If you don’t mind my saying so, it’s good to see your face in here. I started to worry you’d never come out of the palace.”

      He shrugged. “Some things take time to heal.”

      “That’s the truth.” Roosevelt started preparing the drinks and called their food order back to the kitchen.

      “Can I ask you something?” Marius leaned across the bar. “You see and hear everything in this town, right?”

      He scoffed. “Not everything, but more than I want to know.”

      “Why can’t my friend Harlow find work?”

      Roosevelt frowned. “You say she’s your friend?”

      “Close friend.”

      “Do you know who Adradys is?”

      “Yeah, I know him.” A muscle in Marius’s jaw twitched, and he balled his hand into a fist at his side.

      “Was her father’s biggest competitor. Took all the business when he folded. A couple of weeks ago, his people came in here and asked that we not hire her or her family. Said they were thieves who’d stolen from him when he tried to give them a chance. He warned everyone about them.”

      “And you believed him?”

      Roosevelt planted his palms on the bar and leaned closer. “To be honest, if she weren’t with you, I’d have found an excuse to throw her out. Her mother ran up a tab here to the point I had to cut her off. It’s overdue, and I haven’t seen a single payment. Her father was a known supporter of Eleanor. I have no reason to believe Adradys, but I also have no reason to doubt him, and given her family’s track record, what sort of business owner would take the risk? They’re former aristocrats. You know people like that can’t do a thing for themselves.”

      Marius ground his teeth. He hated hearing Roosevelt talk about Harlow like that. “I can tell you without a doubt that Harlow is not a thief. She’s been working for me up at the palace for the past month. She’s a good friend and a hard worker. Tougher than she looks.”

      “Yeah?”

      “How much is her mother’s tab?”

      “Four hundred dragmars.”

      Marius reached for his purse and placed the exact amount on the bar.

      “Are you really paying her entire tab?”

      “Only if you give Harlow a chance. She needs a job. Offer her anything. Have her wash dishes, sweep the floor—”

      “You think a former doormaker’s daughter is going to be happy sweeping the floor?”

      “I think she’ll surprise you.”

      “You do realize that the amount you are paying for her mother’s tab is equal to a month’s wages if I hire her. You could just give her the money.”

      “She needs the work, Roosevelt. Do we have a deal or no?”

      “Deal. Do you want me to go over there now?”

      “No. Send her a falcon tomorrow. Don’t mention we had this conversation, and please don’t tell her about the tab.”

      “Goddess, you have it bad for her, don’t you?”

      Marius glanced toward the table and the back of Harlow’s caramel-colored head. “The worst.”
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      Why had she drunk that fifth glass of tribiscal wine? Harlow sipped the water she’d switched to and laughed at one of Brantley’s stupid jokes. The thing was, in her current condition, she actually thought it was funny. That was all the indication she needed to know she was likely intoxicated.

      “So, Harlow, what happens in two days?” Marius asked. How was he not drunk? He had rows of empty glasses in front of him. The man could hold his liquor, that was certain. “Are we on for another month?”

      Her head throbbed. She should say yes. It was good money. Money that she desperately needed. But while Marius was at the bar, Brantley had told her he was out. He couldn’t take time away from his family anymore or Aiden was going to divorce him.

      “You don’t need it,” she blurted before she lost her nerve. “You’re ready to compete. You should sign up for trials at the pits.” Trials were how they vetted competitors and determined fighting class. After trials, a fighter might rank beginner, intermediate, remarkable, advanced, or champion level. Only champion-level fighters competed for the championship. Harlow was convinced that Marius would be ranked either advanced or champion level. Brantley was champion level, and he’d confided in her that he’d never faced an opponent as skilled as Marius in all his years as a fighter.

      “Even pit fighters need coaches.”

      She grinned at him. “You want to hire me as a coach? You do know you’d be the only fighter with a female in that particular role.”

      “I don’t even think it’s allowed,” Brantley chimed in. “Too dangerous.”

      “It’s allowed. Queen Raven and King Gabriel removed all gender restrictions on the games recently. It may not have happened yet, but it isn’t illegal anymore.” Marius shook his head. “Besides, why would it be dangerous?”

      Brantley snorted. “Have you forgotten that there’re three males to every female in this kingdom?” The ale in his mug splashed across his fingers as he lifted the glass and pointed at Marius. “Can you imagine the sort of sexual frenzy she’d cause, showing up, looking like she does, among a group of males itching for a fight? One glimpse of her wings, and they’d all but kill one another for a chance with her. Might even try to force themselves on her if they had the opportunity.”

      The growl that ripped through Marius’s throat made Harlow sit up straighter. He’d leaped to his feet and was baring his teeth at Brantley like he might rip his throat out. The bar sank into silence. All the other patrons turned to stare at them.

      It took her a minute to understand what was going on. Gently, she placed her hand on Marius’s arm. “He was just telling you the truth. He’s not threatening me.”

      His gaze locked with hers, silver and intense and filled with that protective and possessive glint she’d only ever seen among mated pairs. Warmth spread from the center of her chest to the tips of her wings, tucked away inside her. Whoa.

      She’d been attracted to Marius from the start, but was this something more? Even the possibility both scared her and invigorated her. She wanted him physically, but a dragon male’s affections could be a dangerous thing. She brushed aside the thought. It was far too presumptuous to call this affection. More likely, it was the product of drinking and fighting and the natural urges of males and females.

      Brantley lowered his drink to the table and took on an air of contriteness. “Sorry, bro. I think the ale’s gone to my head.” He stood. “I’d better call it a night. Aiden will hand me my ass if I’m out too late again. Congratulations, Marius. Best of luck to you if you decide to give the pits another go.” He bowed.

      Harlow gave him a hug and said her goodbyes and then watched him leave. Thankfully, she’d sobered up enough to walk home. It was probably best if she did. Things were getting… weird. She turned back to Marius. There was one thing she needed to say before they parted ways.

      “I should go too. But I wanted to tell you thank you for taking a chance on me and letting me train you. The money kept my family going, and it’s an experience I’ll always cherish.” Her eyes started to burn, and she focused on a spot on the floor. “Not many dragons would have suffered being coached by a female. You’ve always treated me with respect, and I appreciate that.”

      He stood, the weight of his stare penetrating her skin. “I’ll see you home.”

      “You don’t have to. It’s close.”

      “My driver is waiting. It’s late. You’ve been drinking.” His expression left no room for argument. That inner part of herself keyed into his voice would have done anything he said anyway. Her gaze locked with his, and the flock of butterflies was back, tumbling through her lower abdomen and leaving her feeling restless and wanting.

      “Okay,” she said softly. It was out of her mouth before she consciously decided to say it. Weirdly, all her muscles seemed to have gone slack too, as if the most they could be asked to do was hold her up.

      He stepped forward and pressed his hand into the small of her back, guiding her toward the door. She noticed halfway there that she was the only female left in the bar, and every male had turned to watch her. Marius’s left wing rose to arch above her head. Those masculine gazes snapped back to their drinks at the sight. It was a powerful, possessive message, and no one was going to challenge a dragon of Marius’s size and position.

      A deep part of herself stretched and preened at Marius’s attention. She valued her independence, but unlike Adradys who’d wanted a slave, Marius’s presence felt more like a partner’s. After weeks of working together, she knew for sure that he respected her as an equal. If he didn’t, he would have never allowed her to coach him.

      He opened the door for her and ushered her through. The scent of deep woods and dark spice filled her. Mountain, he smelled good. Her inner dragon coiled and flipped, chuffing for a lick. Heat blossomed between her legs.

      The door to the carriage appeared in front of her, and he lifted her inside. So close. So warm. She slid onto the bench and was both pleased and surprised when he sat, not across from her but beside her.

      “Oh…” Desire thrummed within her. Brazenly, she splayed her fingers over the hard expanse of his thigh. The door closed, plunging them into darkness.

      Dragons could see in the dark, but there was a sense of intimacy to it, as if the darkness had wrapped them both in velvet. It softly teased her skin, urging her closer to him. Goddess, he seemed to fill the carriage. Was there any air left? Her next breath trembled, heavy with promise as it brushed over her tongue. His silver eyes never wavered from her face.

      “Where?” he asked. In no way did she think he was asking where she lived. He knew where she lived. This was a question within a question. An invitation. A proposal. In one word, he’d handed her the reins. She could state her address and he would most certainly take her home, or she could make a counterproposal. He was waiting for her signal.

      She licked her lips. “I can’t invite you to my place. My parents are there, and the walls are thin.”

      A low rumble filled the carriage and his eyes flashed. He thumped the roof with his fist to get the driver’s attention. “The palace.”

      The carriage lurched into motion. There were so many things about this situation that should have bothered Harlow. She was vulnerable, both financially and physically, and he knew it. She’d be at his mercy in the palace. Anyone who saw her enter would be on his side and tell only his story. If he wanted to, he could ruin her reputation and make life in Paragon even harder for her and her family.

      Only, she didn’t care. The effects of the wine had worn off, and the realization that she was two sessions away from never having an excuse to see him again settled in. Soon, she would no longer be in his employ. They were friends. Close friends. But they didn’t run in the same social circles anymore. She had no employment, no means, no station. If he had any sense whatsoever, he’d spend his time on a woman who was his equal, someone wealthy and beautiful who fit in at the palace.

      Someone unlike her.

      The reality was that this might be her last chance to be with him. And she wanted him desperately.

      She’d take what she could get.

      He was staring at her. Through her. Studying her. So close. Close enough to kiss. Why didn’t he kiss her? They were heading to the palace. She’d decided to come with him. Why not make his move?

      A wolfish smile turned his lips, and Harlow had the strangest feeling he could read her mind. He spread his arms over the back of the bench, one hand sliding behind her shoulders. His long legs stretched across the carriage. “I know better,” he mumbled.

      “You know better?” Her brow furrowed. “About what?”

      Only his eyes moved in her direction. “I know better than to make the first move. I like my balls attached to my body.”

      A nervous laugh bubbled from her throat. Was he seriously expecting her to come on to him? She checked herself. Why did it bother her so much if he was? The smile faded from her face as the truth barged into her mind like a mountain bear after his next meal. Part of her had wanted him to push her. She’d wanted the excuse of feeling pressured. It would make things so much easier if she regretted this tomorrow. She could blame him, the alcohol, anything but herself.

      And he was calling her bluff. He was a man of honor. He didn’t take his women or pressure them into sex. And wasn’t that the sexiest thing she’d ever encountered?

      He was studying her again, frowning. “I can tell the driver to turn around.”

      She licked her lips. “That would be a tragedy.” She turned in her seat and slid her hand across his chest and under the collar of his shirt. She heard his breath hitch and preened at the thought of taking him apart and putting him back together. “I think a man who waits for me to take the lead is very sexy.”

      Hiking her skirt, she lifted her leg and placed it over his, giving him an unobstructed view of her thigh. He made an inarguably male sound deep in his throat and slowly moved his hand to the space above her bare knee. She brushed his hand away, then pivoted in front of him, settling to her knees on the floor of the carriage, between his legs. She pressed both hands against his deliciously hard stomach. He didn’t say a word, but his eyes widened and his breath quickened.

      Not so cool and collected now, are you? She was going to enjoy this.

      Her hand slid lower to the sizable bulge inside his breeches. “Is this for me?” She cupped him, digging her fingers under his balls and gently dragging her palm toward the head of his hard length. Goddess, it just kept going. She swallowed down some trepidation at the size and stroked him again. He tried to lean forward to catch her mouth with his own, and she arched out of his reach. His lips twitched and he leaned back against the seat.

      She licked her lips and stroked him again, then reached for his fly.
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      Marius was the luckiest dragon in Paragon, and if he wasn’t careful, his cock was going to explode the moment Harlow touched him. Mountain, she was beautiful. Never in his wildest dreams had he thought she’d agree to come home with him. This wasn’t how he’d expected the night to go. But when Brantley had mentioned another man attempting to be with her, his dragon had leaped up and screamed mine inside his head. After that, he had no choice but to try.

      He’d decided to leave it up to her.

      He’d thought she’d say no.

      She didn’t.

      And wasn’t that even more surprising than being raised from the dead? Harlow could have anyone. Any dragon she chose. Why would she want him, with his strange scars and stranger history? Why would she risk giving herself to him?

      She’d untied his fly, and her long, slender fingers closed around his shaft. Fuuuuck. He moaned and closed his eyes. The head of his cock pulsed with need. Goddess, he was close. Although dragons could perform multiple times for their females, coming all over her the first time she touched him was definitely not how he wanted to start this night off.

      Stroking down to the base, she trailed her nails over his balls, then moved her grip up, twisting over the head. How did she know that was just the way he liked it? The pressure, the slow, languid strokes. It was like she was stoking his fire. In fact, he was putting off enough heat to steam the windows.

      He reached for her again, wanting to touch her, wanting to make her feel like she was making him feel. But her golden gaze pinned him in place. If she didn’t want him to move, he wouldn’t move. If she wanted him to crawl across broken glass, he’d happily comply.

      She held his gaze and gave him a slow, wicked grin. Then she lowered her head. Goddess, she wasn’t thinking of—

      All conscious thought left him as she drew him into her mouth and slid her lips to the place where her hand still squeezed the base of his cock. His breath came in ragged pants. She swirled her tongue and sucked hard, slowly rising to the tip.

      “Harlow… Fuck…” If she heard him, her only acknowledgment was the hot gold of her heavy-lidded stare as her head sank again, drawing him to the back of her throat. Her tongue stroked and swirled, and then that slow, steady suction caused his heart to pound against his ribs. His hips thrust forward of their own accord, and he forced them down into the seat. He didn’t want to hurt her. Didn’t want to fuck her mouth before he’d even made love to her.

      But she grabbed his hips and buried her face in his groin. He was so close to coming he could feel his bones throb with need. He watched her work between his legs, unable to look away as her head bobbed faster and the pleasure became a burning ache. Her velvet mouth drew him closer, his balls tightening.

      And then she spread her wings.

      One look at the smooth golden flesh and he was reduced to nothing but throbbing desire. He pitched over the edge, his orgasm powering through him. She sucked him in deeper as he came, her throat convulsing as she swallowed what he gave her. A growl tore from his chest along with a deep rattle that could only be his mating trill. He wondered if she heard it as she licked the last bit of come from the tip of his cock and smiled up at him with a look that was pure Harlow and could only be interpreted as I own you.

      She prowled up his body and kissed him on the lips. “Okay, now you can turn the carriage around and take me home.”

      His mouth dropped open. “You want to go home? Now?” The words sounded gritty, and he hated every syllable. The carriage rolled to a stop. She placed her hands on either side of his face and kissed him again.

      “Hades no.” She laughed. “Not even a little bit.” Her eyes flashed the same color as her wings in the dark interior, and Marius was hard again in an instant. A thump indicated the driver had jumped down. He lifted her off him and set her down in the seat before fixing his fly and positioning himself across from her a fraction of a second before the door opened.

      “We’ve arrived, sir.” The driver stood at attention. Marius had to hand it to Harlow; she looked positively innocent as she smiled sweetly and stepped down onto the drive. No one would have ever guessed his cock was in her mouth just moments ago. And he was harder than obsidian just thinking about it.

      He held his jacket in front of his waist, took her hand, and practically ran for the door.

      She giggled beside him as he whisked her through the dark halls and into his chambers, closing and locking the door behind him. He did not need Charlie or anyone else wandering in tonight.

      Harlow’s laugh filled the room as she took a few running steps inside, but ended abruptly with a sharp intake of breath. He watched her step out onto the balcony and stare, open-mouthed, at Ouros’s two moons—almost full tonight—surrounded by thousands of twinkling stars.

      “The stars…” She shook her head, eyes brimming. “I’d forgotten how bright they are on the mountain. Is it always open like this? What do you do when it rains?”

      “It’s spelled to keep out the elements.” He placed his hands on her waist and tucked himself between her wings to nuzzle her neck. A deep sigh left her lips, and she softened against him, but her eyes stayed locked on the sky.

      “In the Swilton district, the streetlights never go out and the homes are built so close together, at most you see a sliver of the sky. I used to spend hours staring at the sky when we lived in Firedrake. I’m not sure when it happened, but after we moved, at some point I just stopped looking up.”

      Every muscle in Marius’s body tightened. He hated the thought of Harlow living where she did. Hated the idea that her soul had been slowly crushed by her circumstances. Life wasn’t fair. He knew that better than anyone. Only, Harlow deserved better. He wanted to give her everything.

      He released her and strode into his chambers, finding the oversized settee he liked to lounge on in his salon. He picked up one end of it and started dragging it toward the balcony.

      “What are you doing?” she asked as the scrape of the legs on the stone reverberated through the room.

      He positioned the settee where she’d have the best view of the stars. “Sit.”

      The smile she rewarded him with was pure gold.

      “Tea?”

      “Love some.”

      He poured two cups of boiling water from the special tap in his kitchenette that drew the liquid from deep within the hot belly of the volcano and added the best tea blend he owned. It was a special brew, a gift from Rogos. The finest in Ouros, or so he was told. He’d never had occasion to use it before. He put it all on a tray with some cream and sugar and carried it out to her.

      She’d curled one leg and leaned back against the armrest. Just as he’d hoped. Now she wouldn’t have to strain her neck.

      He slid the tray beside her and took a seat on the other side of it.

      Her gaze flicked down to his. “You’re unexpectedly sweet.”

      He grunted. The next look he gave her was anything but sweet. Her cheeks reddened.

      “Okay. Maybe not sweet. Maybe… patient.”

      He winked at her.

      She fixed her tea and then, to his surprise, fixed his for him just the way he liked it. “I watched you do this once, when I was a girl at a society event. Two sugars and a splash of cream. Did I get it right, or have your tastes changed over the years?”

      “It’s right.” His heart swelled at the gesture. It meant she’d seen him. Noticed him. Remembered him. He lifted the cup and took a sip, never taking his eyes off her. The tea was good, but he was far more interested in continuing where they’d left off. He returned the cup to the tray and watched as she drained most of her cup.

      She tipped her head back again to stare at the sky. “I’d never tire of this view. I’d move the bed out here if I were you.”

      “Good idea. Do you want me to move it now?”

      She grinned wickedly. “No. This is fine… for now.”

      Funny, he wasn’t remotely fine, but he was about to be. Rising, he stalked around the edge of the tray until he was standing before her, knee to knee. His gaze locked on her full, rose-colored lips, warm and plump from the tea. He pictured how those lips had looked stretched around his cock. Leaning over her, he caught himself on the settee, arms braced on either side of her head. The cup in her hands rattled against the saucer. The stars above reflected in her gold eyes as she carefully set what remained of the tea on the tray.

      Unable to wait a moment more, he captured her mouth with his. There was no resistance this time. No game of control. Her lips were nothing but soft acceptance and welcome heat. She opened for him, and he tasted her, his tongue stroking, exploring. He was hard again. Ready. Aching.

      He started gathering the fabric of her skirt, working his hand beneath the hem until his fingers met the firm silk of her inner knee. He stroked toward her center. Warm, wet heat waited for him at the apex of her thighs. Her undergarments were soaked. He slipped his fingers under them and delighted at the gasp she gave when he found what pleased her.

      His mating trill rumbled in his chest again, too loud to miss. Too intense to hide.

      He drew back to look at her. He had to know if this was okay. Flirting with a mating bond was dangerous. They had to both understand what they were getting into.

      She placed her hand on the center of his chest and surely felt the rumble there. Her lids lowered. “I’m sorry, but this is never going to work.”
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      Marius’s pained reaction made Harlow regret her choice of words immediately. He pulled away as if she’d punched him. Smiling, she caught his face in her hands. “What I mean is, it’s never going to work around this dress. It’s too bulky, and you feel way too good to have it between us.” Quickly, she stood and reached for the neckline.

      She unbuttoned her top slowly, then unfastened the clasp holding her skirt. The fabric pooled around her ankles. Females of her species traditionally wore a one-piece undergarment under their dresses. She slid the straps off her shoulders and peeled the fitted fabric from her body. Totally naked now, she locked eyes with him as she kicked the pile aside, almost tripping over the garment. He didn’t seem daunted by the ungraceful display.

      Marius’s hungry gaze raked over her, his mating trill a deafening hum in her ears. Pure male need turned the corners of his mouth, and he stalked toward her again like the predator he was. When he kissed her this time, it wasn’t gentle. He grabbed her waist and crushed her to him, claiming her mouth in a way that stole her breath.

      He kissed her like the king he almost was and the man who was so much better. He kissed her with all the heat of Hades and the power of heaven. This kiss was honey-coated promises and silken daggers. She absorbed it all, all the passion and the fear. She needed him closer. Every inch of him.

      Desperately, she tore at his shirt, only satisfied when he shrugged it off and the tips of her breasts finally skimmed his bare, tattooed chest. While her mouth worked, she grazed his wings with her nails, stroked the mounded muscles of his shoulders, and traced the deep groove of his collarbone. And when she worked his breeches over his hips and he was finally naked in her arms, her exploration of his physique could only come to one conclusion: the man was a god.

      A high-pitched warble started in her own chest. It was a sound she’d never heard before, and it startled her. Was that her mating trill? It was different from his. Lighter. Silvery.

      He broke from the kiss and looked at her like she was the reason the moons hung in the sky. There was no hiding the sound, and they both knew what it meant. For a moment, he lowered his chin and closed his eyes, just listening. When he opened them again, the smile on his face was equal parts wicked and possessive.

      With one powerful beat of his wings, she was back on the settee. The tray clattered to the stone floor, and he stretched her out on the blue velvet, stroked her hair back as he gave her one long, unhurried kiss. He tilted her chin up. “Watch the stars.”

      She obeyed, losing herself in the purple velvet night and the smattering of light above her. The diversion of her gaze only served to make her skin hypersensitive, her body wishing to feel what she couldn’t see. Hot breath traveled along her neck, between her collarbones. A kiss landed between her breasts, then on her navel. Fuck, she was a raw tangle of nerves. Her core throbbed as he kissed his way closer to her center. She glanced down, and he stopped abruptly and pointed at the stars. She snapped her gaze back to the heavens.

      And his tongue lapped up her folds.

      The feeling was so intense she nearly came. Electric sparks ignited in her blood. His tongue dipped into her and flicked over her most sensitive flesh, the vibration from his trill buzzing against her, drawing her out. The stars grew brighter. Her hands clawed into the velvet chaise as his mouth swirled and sucked. All at once, the stars seemed to rain down around her. A howl escaped her throat as she pitched over the edge. For a moment, she was soaring, glowing brighter than the moons. Her back arched off the settee as pleasure rolled through her body, sending her inner dragon into a frenzy.

      She’d just started her descent when he entered her. Her body convulsed around the invasion. He was thick, massive. In one perfectly slick thrust, he buried himself in her, stretching her to the limit. All the air left her lungs. The sheer intensity threatened to throw her over the edge again.

      Slowly, steadily, he began to move, the even rhythm teasing her higher until her need to come made even the feel of her hair against the velvet sweet torture. She tried to speed the pace, but he grabbed her hips and ground into her.

      “More.” She wrapped her legs around his hips and dug her fingers into his ass. “Mine!”

      His fingers tangled in her hair, supporting his weight on his elbows as their gazes locked. The full weight of what she’d said settled between them. She hadn’t planned to do it. But here, under him, she couldn’t fight nature. Her dragon wanted him. Wanted him desperately with a wanton hunger she couldn’t control. She’d claimed him as her mate. As foolish and crazy as it was.

      “Mine!” The growl of possession that ripped from his throat left no room for misunderstanding. It was done.

      He quickened his pace, sweat gathering at the base of his neck. She licked her way to his ear and bit gently. That earned her a barrage of quick, hard thrusts. The legs on the chaise gave out, and they crashed to the floor. He didn’t quit. His wings hooked into hers, just as they had that first day she’d fought him in the pits. The tug against her wings ignited the same inner violence. The same luscious edge. A hair split between pleasure and pain. He thrust harder, faster.

      She cried out and soared into the stars again. He followed her into oblivion, his body shuddering over her. She couldn’t get enough. She pulled him closer, deeper. Her body milked his, her desire demanding, squeezing every ounce of pleasure from the moment. Time became meaningless. There was only this tangle of limbs, this endless indulgence.

      A long while later, she lay tucked into his chest, under the shelter of his wing. Her thighs were coated with him. The air was thick with their mingled smoky scents. By the Mountain, she’d never experienced anything like that before. She wasn’t a virgin before tonight, but she might as well have been. Nothing in the world could compare to this.

      Their gazes locked.

      “I think we broke your sofa,” she whispered.

      He chuckled. “More where this one came from.”

      She stroked her nails gently over his ear. In the shelter of her arms, he closed those haunting silver eyes and slept.
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      Harlow woke from a deep sleep, unable to breathe. Someone was choking her. She opened her eyes but couldn’t understand what she was seeing. Marius was over her, his hands wrapped around her throat. She grabbed his wrists and dug her nails into his skin. Spots swam in her vision. He was strangling her! Hurting her! Why was he doing this?

      His eyes were open, but it was like he couldn’t see her. Was he… doing this in his sleep? She tried to make sense of it while pain needled her throat and lack of oxygen addled her brain. A symbol on his chest blinked and rippled in the dim room. Or was that her mind playing tricks on her?

      Survival instinct finally kicked in just as darkness nipped at the corners of her vision. She threaded her arms between his and punched him in the throat with everything she had, while at the same time digging the talon of her wing into his shoulder.

      She gasped as his grip loosened. Above her, he blinked with such confusion on his face she’d feel sorry for him if she weren’t so busy trying to fill her lungs with air. He staggered off her, onto his feet, tearing his shoulder free of her talon. Blood sprayed across her chest, her face. She blinked against it, her breath whistling.

      “Harlow!” He choked back sobs. “Oh my goddess, what have I done?” He held up both hands, palms toward her.

      She tried to answer him but couldn’t form words. Her throat would produce nothing but a raspy squeak. He raced from the room and screamed at someone in the hall. Pounding feet retreated into the distance. The sound seemed far away. And then everything went dark.
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      Harlow wasn’t sure how long she was unconscious, but she woke to the concerned face of a woman with dark skin and soulful eyes leaning over her. The woman had unusual features, similar to an elf’s but with rounded ears. A long black braid dangled over one of her shoulders.

      Behind the woman, a bright light glared in Harlow’s eyes. Where was she? Where was Marius? She squinted against the blinding brightness. The dark-haired woman removed a cold towel from Harlow’s neck and adjusted a sheet that was covering her body. “Can you speak?”

      “Who are you?” Harlow rasped.

      “Praise the Mountain,” she heard Marius say.

      Harlow searched the room for him, but he must have been standing out of her line of sight.

      The dark woman squeezed her hand. “I am Maiara, palace healer. You are in the infirmary. There’s been an… accident. Do you remember?”

      She nodded, her eyes roving again to try to find Marius. She could feel him there. A dark stain of pain and regret hovered somewhere near the right corner of the room.

      “Marius—”

      “He’s here. You are safe now.” The one called Maiara gently patted her shoulder. Did she mean to comfort her with his presence or from it?

      “I want to see him. Please,” she said firmly.

      Maiara frowned and glanced toward the corner. “Perhaps it would be best if you rest.”

      Harlow tipped her head back and twisted, looking for him. Her neck muscles were still tight, and the position was terribly uncomfortable. “Marius, come here—now!” she commanded.

      Footsteps neared her bed. The man who came into view was Marius but wasn’t. His eyes were red and bloodshot like he’d been weeping, and his complexion was as pale as she’d ever seen it. He was shirtless but wearing a loose-fitting pair of athletic breeches. His white hair was a mess, and his expression… He looked like a dragon on his way to a guillotine.

      Harlow made eye contact with Maiara. “Can we have the room, please? I’d like to speak with my mate. Alone.”

      Maiara’s eyes widened, then darted to Marius. With a curt nod, she rose and left the infirmary.

      She held out her hand to him. “What happened?”

      He snorted and shook his head in disgust. “I tried to kill you in my sleep. You should go, Harlow. I’m dangerous. I could hurt you.”

      She took his hand and pulled him closer. “I’m fine, and I’m not going anywhere. Have you forgotten already what happened in that room last night?”

      A tortured expression compressed his features. “I’ll never forget. It was the single best day of my existence.”

      She swallowed the lump that formed in her throat. “We’re mated. It’s not what I expected, but it happened, and I’m not going anywhere until we figure this out.” When he looked away, she tugged on his hand. “You aren’t responsible for what you did in your sleep. Has this happened before? You looked terrified.”

      He swallowed. “Not in weeks, but yes.” His eyes shifted as if he couldn’t bear to look directly at her. “They stopped when I started training with you. I don’t know what triggered this one.”

      She perused his face. “From the first day I talked to you at the coronation, I sensed you carried ghosts of the past. You’ve been dead, for Mountain’s sake. The tattoos themselves are a mystery. I knew they signified something dark. And you mentioned the nightmares that first night you walked me home. I knew you had secrets… I just didn’t think those secrets would lead to you trying to choke me in my sleep.” She chuckled softly, trying her best to quell the torture he was clearly in.

      Instead of being comforted, he looked as if she’d kicked him in the gut. “I’m so sorry, Harlow. I never thought this would be an issue. I haven’t experienced a nightmare in weeks. And the queen is close to a solution. She thinks she can cure me.”

      “Cure you of the nightmares?”

      He nodded. “And… seeing the dead.”

      She raised an eyebrow, a chill climbing her spine. “You see the dead too?”

      His silver gaze dropped to the floor. “Sometimes.”

      “What were you dreaming about… when you choked me?”

      He tipped his head and cracked his neck. The place she’d stabbed him with her talon was healed but still scarred pink. She must have driven it deep.

      He stared, unfocused, at the wall as he spoke. “There’s this place I remember from before where creatures chased us. Hunters. They’re monsters—all bones and sinew, teeth and talons. I can’t shift in that place, and in that world, it’s always dark and the creatures never sleep. In my dreams, we have to make it to the temple. The temple is the only way out. So we run and we fight. I… I thought you were one of them.”

      She studied him and was surprised to find emotions radiating down their bond. She’d never known this connection with another dragon. Everything he felt, she was experiencing it with him. “This was more than a dream. It was a memory. You go back there in your mind, don’t you?”

      He nodded.

      “Mountain, I’m lucky you didn’t take my head off.”

      He slumped in on himself, and Harlow thought she’d never seen a dragon look so distraught. This had destroyed him. It was a gaping wound he’d never intended to let her see, let alone experience. Harlow refused to lose him to shame or anything else. But somehow they needed to fix this.

      “When you were choking me, this symbol on your chest was moving.” She pressed her fingers to a U-shaped symbol bisected by a squiggle. “What does it mean?”

      He sighed heavily and brought her hand to his lips. “I don’t know for sure, but Raven believes each of these symbols represents a level of the underworld.”

      Her breath hitched. “Each one is a place you’ve been?”

      He nodded. She clutched his hand, and silence stretched between them. Finally, when she couldn’t bear the tension in the room a moment longer, she asked, “Where does that leave us? How do we get beyond this?”

      Pain clouded his eyes as he said, “Until I figure this out, you need to sleep away from me. If I hurt you again, it would destroy me, Harlow. Do you understand?”

      She nodded. “You need time.”

      He squeezed her hand and kissed her on the forehead. “I need time.”
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      “Try to relax, Marius,” Queen Raven said. “Your energy is throwing me off.”

      Marius sank back in his chair and crossed his arms. No one disrespected the queen, but fuck if it was possible for him to relax. It just wasn’t going to happen. “I could have killed her, Raven.”

      The dark-haired witch paced around the symbol at the center of her white ritual room, analyzing the thirteen dimensions of the underworld floating before her. “But you didn’t,” she said absently. “And frankly, I doubt Harlow would have let you. She’s not exactly a fragile flower. Maiara told me the wound she inflicted on your shoulder went clear to the bone.”

      He grunted. He’d never expected to take Harlow as his mate. Finding a mate was the last thing on his to-do list. What had happened between them was all instinct. It was dragon nature. He couldn’t have stopped it if he tried, and now he’d have to live with the consequences. “How do we stop the nightmares from happening again?”

      Raven paused before one of the levels in her multidimensional model of Hades. “This is the dimension that correlates to the symbol Harlow said lit up on your chest when you were choking her. I’m going to open a window to it, but I won’t be able to hold it for long. This dimension is the furthest from us.”

      He nodded. If it was the place he’d seen in his dreams, he’d know.

      She moved her arms as she had before, whispered the incantation, and pulled her fingers apart. His nightmare opened before him. Dark jungle. Clawed beasts. Sky raining fire. She released, and the window closed with a snap.

      “That was it.” He nodded.

      “Are you sure?”

      He shot her a look. “You don’t forget a place like that.”

      Raven paced the length of the room, rubbing her palms together in slow circles. “The thirteen symbols on your torso represent the thirteen dimensions of the underworld. We know that for sure. We even know which symbol represents which dimension.”

      He grunted. A lot of good that did him. What did the dimension matter when he was at risk of strangling his new mate?

      The queen flung her arms down at her sides. “We know what, but we don’t know why. I think the why of it is the key to making it stop.”

      “Seems reasonable.” He rubbed his forehead. It was midmorning, and he already needed a drink or a fight. “Any idea how we figure that one out?”

      “Tell me again about what happens in these dreams.” She took a seat in a white leather chair beside him. He knew she had more important things to do. She was the queen after all. But as long as she was here, he was going to accept her help. He needed it.

      “It’s always the same.” He rubbed his palms on his thighs. He hated words. How could he accurately describe what he was experiencing? Words didn’t do it justice. “We have to get to the temple, and I have to lead them. And those things, the hunters, they’re trying to kill us.”

      “What happens if they kill you?”

      He didn’t know, did he? He concentrated. Closed his eyes and tried to put himself back there. The sizzle of fire scorching earth. The roar of the beasts in the dark jungle. If they were caught… If they were killed… His stomach twisted, and he ran a hand over the symbols. There were thirteen and they repeated but some more frequently than others. The U-shaped symbol repeated the least.

      His eyes popped open, and he focused on her. “If you get killed, you have to start back at the beginning.”

      Raven went absolutely still. “Goddess, that’s it!” She stood and paced around the symbol again. “That devious bitch!”

      “Who are we talking about?”

      “Eleanor! Your wicked mother.” Raven turned the emerald ring on her finger. “When I brought Gabriel back from the dead, he hadn’t been gone long. He described the place where he was and that he had a strong feeling that had he wanted to, he could have moved on for good. Our bond is what held him to that place, and when I brought him back, I did it using his own magic. I’d had his tooth, and I’d absorbed dragon magic right before he died. It was my blood that brought him back.”

      “Do you think that’s why he doesn’t have a symbol in his skin?”

      She nodded. “I think there’s more to it than that.” She pointed at the first dimension in the stack. “When Avery died, she saw the same thing that Gabriel did. Bright, warm light. It’s the hallmark of the dimension represented by the spiral, the symbol tattooed on her arm. I used Charlie’s blood to bring her back. The same blood I used on you.”

      “So it is Charlie’s blood that causes the symbols?”

      Raven shook her head. “No. Not directly. Marius, we’ve established your skin is a stamped passport. Those symbols designate every time you passed from one dimension to the next. I think Gabriel doesn’t have one because the stubborn bastard never actually moved on. Our bond was so strong, so magically tight, his soul never passed into that next dimension. And we were on Earth when he died, so our position with the underworld was different.” She sighed. “But you and Avery both died here. She can’t take Xavier’s tooth, so while they are mated, she doesn’t have the same magical link to him as I have to Gabriel. Her soul passed into this first dimension. We pulled her back.”

      “The spiral.” Marius’s eyes narrowed. They were on the edge of something. He could see Raven working it out in her head. “If she’d moved on to the next dimension, she’d have had two symbols when you pulled her back.”

      Raven shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

      “Hmm?”

      “I think normally a soul sees one dimension. Which of the thirteen you visit likely depends on the circumstances of your death. Normally that first stop is a place for the soul to find its peace before it passes, permanently, into the beyond—that place we all go when we die. Under normal circumstances, a soul would never see a second dimension.”

      “But I didn’t move on.”

      “You couldn’t. Eleanor bound your soul to your physical heart, and she kept control of it. Your soul kept trying to move on. That’s why you needed to find the temple. I think it was a metaphor for transcending. Don’t you see, Marius? You were trying to free yourself from purgatory by finding the temple and moving on, but because of Eleanor’s spell, you couldn’t. For three hundred years, you fought your way through dimension after dimension, trying to get out, and there was nowhere to go but to start over.”

      A chill ran the length of his spine. He knew she was right. It made sense now. He ran a hand down his chest. “Why won’t they leave me alone?”

      Raven’s lips pressed together, and she stared at him, concentrating. “When you told me about trying to reach the temple, you said you had to lead them. Who is them?”

      He was sure he’d told Raven this before. Then again, maybe not the specifics. “Killian and Brynhoff. I never knew if it was them or just a mental construct of them, but Killian has appeared to me— Why are you looking at me like that?”

      Raven had paled. She looked like she’d seen a ghost. “They’re still trapped.”

      “Hmm?”

      “Eleanor did the same thing to Killian and Brynhoff as she did to you.”

      “But she’s dead. The spell should be broken. Wouldn’t they have moved on by now?”

      Raven shook her head. “A dragon’s heart is a self-contained power. I pulled the golden grimoire out of Tavyss’s heart long after his death and the death of the witch, Medea, who put it there. Marius, I think the reason for your nightmares is that your father and your uncle are still trapped within these dimensions and they’re using their connection to you to ask for your help.”

      “How? Why?”

      “You said you were their leader. Now you’re gone. They still need you. You must have formed a bond over your time together.”

      “Where are their hearts? Can you bring them back as you did me?”

      Raven frowned and shook her head. “Resurrection after being dead so long is not a good idea. That type of blood magic has a price. You must understand that what happened with you was a side effect of us using your heart to resurrect the goddess. We never intended to bring you back as well. We never knew we could.”

      He buried his face in his hands. Resurrection had a price. His was an accident, but he was pretty sure he was paying the dues anyway.

      “That doesn’t mean there’s nothing we can do. If I can find their hearts, I can break the spells on them and allow their souls to move on. That should break the connection between you and them and end your nightmares.”

      “What do you mean, if?”

      “Eleanor’s ritual room was destroyed when the volcano erupted during the revolution. We rebuilt the palace on top of it. As far as I know, Brynhoff’s and Killian’s hearts are buried under tons of rock and debris, somewhere inside the mountain.”

      He stared at her, disbelieving what he was hearing. His eyes stung, and frustration caused his talons to sprout from his knuckles. “How?”

      “How do we get to them? I’m not sure,” Raven said softly, her gaze falling on the sharp points in his partially shifted hands. “I need to talk with Nathaniel. But I will find a way, Marius,” she added sincerely. “I’m not going to let you suffer. If we have to tear out the walls, we’ll do it.”

      He released a blustery sigh. Not ideal. It would take more time. But it was more than he’d hoped for.
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      “Thank the goddess! Where have you been? Your father and I were worried sick!” Lemetria charged toward Harlow the moment she walked through the door and pulled her into her arms.

      “Out, Mom. I’m sorry I didn’t send a falcon. The night… got away from me.” Harlow slumped into the kitchen chair. She needed a bath and some time to think.

      “We feared something horrible had happened to you. Between what happened with Adradys and our debts—” Lemetria sniffed the air, her brows knitting together. “What is that… scent? You smell like…” She cocked her head to the side, her mouth dropping open by degrees. “Is that your mating scent?”

      “And his.”

      “Not Adradys?” she asked incredulously. Of course she’d assume that. She wasn’t aware Harlow had any other suitors.

      “Never.”

      “Then who?”

      Harlow coupled her hands under her chin. “You can’t tell anyone. Not anyone.”

      “Why not? If you’re mated, why wouldn’t we be screaming it from the rooftops?” Her face fell. “He’s not already married, is he? Not… Brantley!”

      “No and no.”

      “Then who?” She slid into the chair across the rickety table from her.

      “Where’s Dad? If I tell one of you, I should tell both of you.”

      “The pits, trying to win us money enough for dinner. He won’t be home for hours. You’ll have to settle for telling me.” Lemetria held perfectly still and stared intently at her. She loved that her mother was excited for her but wondered if she was repeating Please let him be rich over and over again in her head.

      Harlow sighed through a smile. In truth, she could hardly keep it to herself. She loved him, truly loved him. He’d said he needed time. All they had was time. A mating bond was eternal. She was sure down to her bones that he’d fix this and they’d be together eventually. If she didn’t tell someone, she was going to pop. “Marius.”

      Her mother’s grin faded, and her nose wrinkled. “Which Marius?”

      Harlow pointed in the general direction of the palace. “The Marius, Mom. Former heir apparent.”

      “Oh my goddess. Oh my goddess!” Her mother’s hands flew to her mouth. “How? When did you even meet?”

      Fuck. She’d never told her mother about what happened with Marius. Harlow gave her a sheepish smile. “I’ve been coaching him in pit fighting for the past cycle. He’s where I got the money from to help with the bills. Most of it anyway. Some I won in the pits.”

      Her mother reached across the table and squeezed her shoulders. “And to think we thought you’d settle on Adradys. You’re going to be a royal! A princess!”

      “He’s not exactly a prince anymore, Mom. When he stepped aside to make room for Gabriel to become king, he renounced the title. He’s an ambassador.”

      She waved a hand through the air. “Pish… Same difference.” She clapped her hands together. “When can we meet him? Have you started thinking about the wedding?”

      She shook her head. “Let’s take it slow. This isn’t something either of us expected.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean it snuck up on us, that’s all. We were friends first. Let’s just get our bearings before we start planning the royal event of the season.” Harlow said it sarcastically, but the look on her mother’s face suggested she’d already picked out a wedding dress in her head and was picturing Harlow striding along an imaginary runner toward the altar.

      “But I don’t understand. If you’re mated, why wouldn’t he want you there now? Mated couples never want to spend time apart.”

      By the Mountain, Lemetria was a dog with a bone.

      “Marius has some things he needs to take care of. We’re going to give it time.”

      Now her mother’s face grew worried. “That dragon always did seem a little strange.”

      “He’s not strange. He’s perfect. I’m perfect. We’re perfect. And you just have to keep your mouth shut about it until we can adjust to this. It was very unexpected.”

      Her mom shrugged. “Fine. Although it’s going to kill me, you know that.”

      “I’m going to go take a bath.” Harlow stood.

      “Oh, I suppose you’ll want to turn down the offer from the Silver Sunset, then.”

      “What offer?”

      Her mother stood and retrieved a small roll of parchment from the kitchen. “This came for you by falcon last night.”

      Harlow unrolled the tiny scroll. The Silver Sunset thanks you for your application and would like to offer you the job of server. Please stop in for your schedule and to discuss pay.

      “Great news! I’ll stop over there as soon as I’m bathed and dressed.”

      “But—” Her mother gaped as if she wasn’t sure what to say. “Surely you’re not going to work as a server when you’re mated to Marius.”

      “Yes. Yes, I am. Until something else comes along, I need the job, and until Marius marries me, we need the money. I’m not going to use our mating as my own personal piggy bank. I’m going to work.”

      “But—”

      “Mom, it’s going to be okay. Besides, this is the first offer any of us has gotten. I have to take it. After someone blacklisted us, showing people we’re good employees is the only way to rebuild trust in the community.”

      Her mom draped an arm over the back of her chair. “You know, there is one thing I can say about you, my girl.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You never take the easy way out.”

      “Never.”
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      Hours later, Harlow found herself at the Silver Sunset with an apron tied around her waist, trying her best to keep up with the dinner crowd. She’d come in as directed. Not only was she hired on the spot, but she was given an immediate shift. Thankfully, she was a fast learner. And her natural hustle had paid off. Her pockets were full of tips. Her being female and cute might have had something to do with it. In any case, she’d have plenty of money to keep her parents afloat while she worked out what was going on with Marius.

      Once the dinner rush had cleared out, Roosevelt asked her to wipe down the tables in the mostly empty bar. It was while she was doing so that she came across a flyer.

      Tired of laws that benefit every kingdom but Paragon? Want things to return to the way they were before the revolution? The New Order is working for you. If you’re an interested party, make it known. History is on our side. We’ll find you.

      Roosevelt came up behind her and tore it from her hands. “Another one! Mountain help us, these assholes just won’t quit.”

      She shook her head. “Who would want to return to how it was under Eleanor?”

      He looked at her strangely. “Honey, until you started working here, I assumed your parents were behind this.”

      “What? We would never!”

      “Oh, I believe you. No one of your previous station would work as hard as you if they thought they could go back to how it used to be. But your mom, she was always in here…”

      “My mom doesn’t want this either. Believe me. It’s not her. She’s not smart enough.” It was out of her mouth before she could think to correct herself. Her mother was smart, but not in the organized, devious way it would take to run something like this.

      Roosevelt laughed. “Maybe.”

      “What do you want me to do with it?”

      “Toss it out. Whoever is doing this doesn’t know who they’re dealing with. The good witch who sits on that throne is more powerful than she lets on, and the dragon who sits beside her is no fool. They’ve won the hearts of the majority. Whoever is behind this would be wise to simmer down before they boil over and fizzle out.” He raised his brows and turned to stroll back to the bar.

      Harlow glanced down at the paper. Frowning, she looked over both shoulders, folded the flyer, and put it in her pocket. She wanted to talk to her father about whether he knew anything about it and then share what she’d learned with Marius. He needed to know there was a group gunning for the throne.

      Once the tables were cleaned and the last patron walked out the door, she said her goodbyes to Roosevelt and started for home. Night had fallen over Paragon. She smiled at the memory of watching the stars while Marius sent her soaring into them. Goddess, she couldn’t wait until he was over this bump. It was all she could do not to run toward the palace and beg to be in his arms again.

      “There’s a lesson in the past. What’s happened before can happen again.” A stranger stepped from the shadows and waited in a patch of moonlight. The deep hood the person wore hid their face, but the voice was undeniably male. Not one she recognized. The hood inclined toward her pocket.

      Eyes narrowing, Harlow remembered the flyer. We’ll find you, it had said.

      “History is on our side,” the man beneath the hood said.

      “Who are you?” Her voice held an edge that she hadn’t meant it to. She saw the moment the man went on the defensive. He backed up a step. “Wait!” She reached for him, her fingers digging into the cloak. “When are you meeting next? Where?”

      He yanked his arm away from her. And then he was gone.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Raven wasn’t above asking for help, and when it came to obscure magic, the smartest wizard she knew was Nathaniel. The dragon had studied both human and dragon magic for longer than she’d been alive, and his mate was her sister, a powerful witch herself. Although Clarissa was finishing a project in Everfield, Nathaniel, thankfully, was able to give the problem his full attention.

      With Charlie by her side, Raven showed him her model of the thirteen dimensions and explained about Brynhoff and Killian. “We think they’re stuck in a perpetual loop, fighting their way through dimension after dimension.”

      Nathaniel gestured at the model. “Imprisoned in the underworld.”

      Raven nodded. “Exactly. These levels are not where souls go to rest. Eleanor locked them into a purgatory meant to be temporary.”

      “Mother kept them from moving on. It’s brilliant magic and also incredibly cruel. Her trademark. I presume you want to free them so they can rest.”

      “The problem is that Brynhoff’s and Killian’s souls are bound to their hearts by magic. Those hearts were buried with Eleanor’s ritual room. Do you have a spell capable of retrieving them without bringing down the castle?”

      Raven was distracted by Charlie hopping by her, pretending to be a rabbit. She usually didn’t allow her daughter in here, but the girl had been clingy today. For some reason, even Gabriel wasn’t enough to placate her. She didn’t feel well and wanted her mother. Raven didn’t have the heart to send her away. Besides, in the past when Charlie’d felt this way, she’d either experienced a growth spurt or some new magical ability. It was best to keep her close.

      Nathaniel stared at her model of the thirteen underworld dimensions. He brought his pipe to his lips and lit up. The magic smoke circled his head, bending and twisting with his concentration. “I suppose you’ve tried a simple retrieval spell?”

      “Multiple times. Multiple ways. The problem is a dragon’s heart is a jewel, and this mountain is full of jewels, each with a similar magical signature. Yes, these two have souls, but the mountain itself has a similar magical signature because of the presence of the goddess. It’s like trying to find two grains of rice buried somewhere on a beach full of sand.”

      The palace magician straightened the lapels of his suit and took another puff on his pipe. Raven found it charming that Gabriel’s younger brother had returned to wearing human apparel. Once he’d retrieved his oreads from Mistwood Manor, he’d gone back to formal suits and ties. Although the look wasn’t popular in Paragon, it went with his personality. Besides, what court magician dressed like everyone else?

      He blew out another puff of smoke, the tendrils bending in on themselves and flipping over in the air in front of him. With delight, Raven realized he was using the smoke to analyze the problem. The beauty of the twining tendrils made her smile. Charlie was enjoying it too, staring at the show as if he were bending balloon animals for her amusement.

      “Together, we might be able to pinpoint the souls,” he said. “With enough power and the right symbols. The problem I see is retrieving them. It’s one thing to float a couple of objects across the room. An entirely different one to pull them through tons of solid rock.”

      “Exactly.” Raven tugged at her long black braid. “We could locate them and then use a different spell to blast through the stone to physically get to them.”

      He sighed. “Thought of that. If we do it, we’ll have to evacuate the palace. There’s the risk that we could cause a collapse or a landslide.”

      She ran a hand through her hair. “Not a good time for that, Nathaniel.”

      “There’s never a good time for this type of spell. But it may be the only way to get them back.”

      “No. You don’t understand. The palace is warded against malevolence. It’s safe here, for all of us.” She glanced down at Charlie but thought of her sister Avery. The wards on the palace were keeping all of them safe.

      “Surely we could find another, temporary location—”

      “There’s a group called the New Order that has become a growing threat. We’ve received malicious messages at the gate. Enchanted messages that appear from thin air.”

      “They have a witch working with them?”

      “It appears so. And they’ve painted a bull’s-eye on all of us.” She stared out the windows to the forest beyond and folded her arms. The last one had threatened her personally, although her own health and safety were the least of her worries.

      “Have you talked to Queen Penelope about this?”

      “I have. She’s not involved. She allowed me access to her mind to prove it. We’ve become friends, Nathaniel. I know it’s not her.” Raven prided herself on the positive relationship she’d built with Darnuith and wasn’t above asking Penelope for help if she needed it.

      “Hmm. It’s a problem and a risk.” His smoke tangled into a knot and sank back into his pipe.

      “I keep kicking myself,” Raven said. “If only I’d thought to take the other hearts when I took Marius’s, while Eleanor’s ritual room was still standing.” Charlie tugged at her skirt, and Raven pulled her into her arms.

      Nathaniel snorted. “Even the most powerful witch can’t go back in time, Raven. You can’t beat yourself up.”

      She shook her head. “You didn’t see Marius’s face. He almost strangled his mate, Nathaniel. Think about if something like this were keeping you from Clarissa. He’s tortured. I’ve never seen such pain. He’s vowed to stay away from her until we fix this.”

      Charlie squirmed in Raven’s arms, and she let her down again. The girl couldn’t stop fidgeting. Raven needed to get her outside. Maybe she needed exercise.

      Nathaniel scoffed. “How can he tolerate it? Once I was mated to Clarissa, I couldn’t stand to be apart from her.”

      Raven pressed a hand over her stomach, remembering what it was like to try to stay apart from Gabriel when she thought she might drain him to death. “You’d find a way if you thought your presence might hurt her.”

      “True.”

      “Mommy?” Charlie tugged on her skirt again.

      “Just a minute, honey. Uncle Nathaniel and I are almost done talking. Then we’ll go play.”

      Nathaniel sighed. “I still think the best course of action is to evacuate the palace and muscle through it. If your relationship with Queen Penelope is strong, perhaps she can allow safe harbor in Darnuith. She could protect our families while we do what we have to do. It shouldn’t take us more than a day or two.”

      “Mommy, look what I can do.” Charlie wriggled at her side.

      “Just a minute, honey.” Raven reached for her but addressed Nathaniel. “Let me talk to Gabriel about it.”

      “As you wish.” Nathaniel tucked his pipe inside his pocket.

      “Mommy!”

      “Yes, Charlie!” Raven turned to her daughter, completely exasperated. Charlie was standing at the edge of the symbol, staring at Raven’s map of the thirteen dimensions. The spell would keep her out. Only Raven could manipulate the representations inside. Still, she didn’t like the way the stars reflected in her daughter’s eyes. She looked ready to dive in. “Stay away from there. That’s not for you.”

      Charlie’s smile lit up the room. She brushed her platinum curls aside. “But I can do it!”

      “Do what, sweetheart?” Nathaniel asked.

      Charlie spread her hands, and a window to a fourteenth dimension opened. Time seemed to slow as Raven recognized the scene inside it. It was Eleanor’s ritual room. She saw herself with baby Charlie in her arms. Eleanor had Marius’s heart in her hand.

      “No,” Raven said, shaking her head. This shouldn’t be possible. She was looking at a scene from the past.

      “I’ll get the hearts, Mommy!”

      “Charlie, noooo!” Raven lunged for her daughter. But she was too late. With a flap of her feathery wings, Charlie was gone.
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      After a night without his mate, Marius wanted to kill someone. Yet another reason he couldn’t be with her right now. He was too afraid the next person he’d kill might be her if he wasn’t careful. He didn’t trust himself. Not until Raven figured out a way to stop his visions and nightmares of the underworld.

      Staying away threatened to rip his heart out, though. He’d received a falcon from her that morning with a note that read, I’ll wait as long as it takes or not at all. I’m not afraid of you.

      He’d sent one back that read, I’ve waited for you too long to risk losing you.

      He’d never had a way with words. It wasn’t enough, but it would have to do. Raven had promised him she’d figure it out. She was meeting with Nathaniel that very moment to search for a way to retrieve Killian’s and Brynhoff’s hearts and set their souls free. Once the nightmares stopped, he could truly be a mate to Harlow. Not before.

      Which left him with an ax to grind and only one place in Paragon to grind it.

      “Help you?” the man behind the desk said without looking up.

      “I’m here to complete the trials and be ranked for competition.” Marius stared down at the top of the dragon’s head. It tipped up slowly, and the guy gave him a slow once-over. He leaned back and crossed his arms.

      “You sure you want to do that?”

      “I said I do.”

      “No one’s going to let you win this time, Marius. In fact, there are plenty of fighters who remember you and would love to see you hurt or dead.”

      “I’ll take my chances.”

      The man scribbled some notes and handed him the slip of parchment. “Fill this out. What level do you want to try for first?”

      “Champion.”

      The man’s brows stretched toward his hairline. “There’s a difference between being confident and having a death wish, Marius. Are you sure you don’t want to fight a season in advanced? Different rules in that league.”

      “Champion.”

      “All right. It’s your head. Try to keep it attached to your body.”

      Marius frowned. Had things changed so much since he’d competed before? “It’s illegal to try to sever an opponent’s head.”

      The guy shrugged and narrowed his eyes. “Accidents happen. In the champion league, we let them.”

      Marius completed the form and handed the parchment back to the man. “Champion.”

      “Arena B.” He pointed vaguely to the left and handed him another parchment with a number on it.

      Marius followed the scent of sweat and the sound of grunts through the underground tunnels to a small, sparsely populated arena.

      A stern dragon held out his hand without looking up from his clipboard. “Number.”

      Marius handed him the parchment.

      “We allow observers in champion trials. People like to get a take on the competition before they place bets on future matches. Try not to get blood on anyone in the stands.”

      Marius grunted.

      “Take your place.”

      His heart beat faster as he entered the ring and scanned the stands. He wanted to see her. Harlow spent time at the pits, had made a living for a year gambling here. She wasn’t there. Of course she wasn’t. Why would she be? It was the middle of the afternoon. Roosevelt had sent word that he’d hired her at the Silver Sunset. She was probably working.

      The thought of her serving other males suddenly made his blood boil. As soon as it was safe, he was going to marry her, and then she would only do the work she wanted to do, preferably somewhere like the palace, or really anywhere not frequented by men… ever. Still grumbling, he stepped up to the line.

      His competitor strode in from the opposite side of the ring. Fuck, the guy was a chunk of mountain. He stopped at the opposing line. Marius, who was no small male himself, looked up, up, and up to meet his stare.

      “Dax,” Marius said by way of greeting.

      “Marius,” the mountain sneered. “They said it was you, but I didn’t believe it.” He cracked his knuckles.

      Marius swallowed. “How many times have you been champion now?”

      “Since you died and I didn’t have to pretend to lose to you anymore? Over a hundred. Went pro decades ago. I do this all day, every day.” Dax’s eyes were cold pits of steel that glowed with the presence of his inner dragon. This guy was a beast.

      Marius snorted. “Seems odd they’d require me to beat you just to fight in the same league as you, considering your rank.”

      He smiled with a mouthful of chipped teeth. “I don’t often trial new competitors, but when I heard it was you, I just couldn’t help myself.”

      The matchkeeper raised the flag. “On the ready!”

      Marius lowered himself into a fighting stance. It was too late to change his mind now. Across from him, Dax lowered himself too, his dark copper wings hulking over his shoulders. His talons were as big as Marius’s head.

      The flag dropped. “Fight!”

      Before Marius could throw his first punch, Dax dropped, grabbed his ankle, and flung him over his head like a rag doll, slamming him into the pebble floor. The crowd went wild. Were they setting off fireworks in Dax’s honor? No… No… Those were stars. Marius shook his head.

      “Seven… six… five…”

      He leaped to his feet, this time keeping some space between them as he healed and tried to think of what to do. Dax laughed. “Come here, little Marius. Let me give you a hug.” The dragon opened his arms as the observers laughed. A hug from Dax would mean two broken wings for sure.

      What would Harlow do? Dax was bigger, but then, he’d been bigger than Harlow when she’d beaten him. Size wasn’t everything.

      Mind your balance. Stay on your toes. Use your wings. Stay low. Her voice echoed in his head.

      Dax’s fist shot out and Marius bent back, slipped to the outside, and yanked the guy’s wrist. Dax went rolling out of the ring. A few people clapped. The oversized brute bounded to his feet and crossed back into the ring before the matchkeeper could even start counting.

      Marius circled. That’s when he noticed the bastard. Adradys sat in the stands in that ridiculous suit of his, next to a man who must be his assistant because he was writing down everything Adradys said. Visions of the doormaker forcing a kiss on Harlow filled his head. Marius narrowed his eyes as fury coursed through his veins.

      Dax’s fist soared toward his temple. Marius dodged, but the blow nipped his jaw. Sparks exploded behind his eyes. The pain did nothing to distract from the rage welling in Marius. When his mate had rejected that bastard, Adradys had retaliated. He remembered the threats thrown at them as he left with her. And now Adradys smiled as if watching Marius get creamed by Dax would be the best thing to happen to him today. Well, Marius had other plans.

      He rushed Dax, fists flying as fast as he could move. Dax blocked every blow, but Marius landed a knee in his side. Hooking the talons of his wings into Dax’s, he planted a foot in his opponent’s groin and used his wings for leverage. Like a slingshot, he drew back, coupled his two fists between them, and plowed up and under the guy’s face. Blood sprayed. Dax tumbled. Pain exploded in his fists.

      He unhooked his wings and delivered a kick to Dax’s shin before dancing out of reach, shaking out his hands. Nothing broken. They were already healing.

      Wiping blood from his face, Dax rebounded, but he was far less steady on his feet. A section of his jaw puckered. Marius realized his blow had broken the bone. That would heal, but it would take time. Which meant he had a window of opportunity to leverage the injury to his advantage.

      Dax was fast, even with his above-average size. There was a reason he was ranked as high as he was. What Marius needed was to tempt him to attack before he was ready.

      He crouched into a fighting stance, then intentionally shifted his weight ever so slightly to the left. It was easy enough to imitate the limp that had plagued him up until his training with Harlow. Take the bait. He willed the other man to attack.

      Marius had to suppress a grin as Dax charged. With a flap of his wings, he shot straight up and delivered a kick that focused every ounce of his weight directly on the man’s jaw. A sickening crack sounded as his toes jabbed through bone and into soft tissue. Dax went down, cradling the pieces of his face together, and taking Marius’s foot with him.

      Ooomph. Marius landed flat on his back, all the air exiting his lungs in a rush. Fuck. He had to stand for the count. Scrambling to his feet, he balanced as his head swam and pain throbbed in his torso.

      “Three, two, one!” The buzzer sounded. The matchkeeper, a squat dragon with orange wings, stepped off the platform and attempted to raise Marius’s hand, which ended up around the height of his shoulder given the man’s lesser stature. “Winner,” he declared. He slapped a piece of parchment against his chest. “Congratulations, Marius! You qualify for the champion league!”

      Beaming, he’d started to leave the arena when he glanced in Adradys’s direction. The man was frowning like someone had pissed in his porridge. More than just disappointment in a pit match dwelt in those eyes. Adradys looked like a man playing chess who’d just realized there was an extra piece on the board he hadn’t accounted for. Marius flashed him a shallow but smug smile and bowed contemptuously.

      “Get over it, fucker. There’s a new player in town, and he’s already captured your queen.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      As thankful as Harlow was for the work, time seemed to stop when the Silver Sunset was slow. She leaned against the bar and thought about Marius. How close was he to a solution to his violent nightmares? She wasn’t sure she could go another day without seeing him, but she hadn’t received a message from him since that morning. She’d thought she could give him time, but her body disagreed. All night she’d tossed and turned, resorting to pleasuring herself to try to find some relief. It only made her want him more.

      And when she’d finally drifted into slumber, her dreams were full of him. His crooked smile, the twinkle in his silver eyes, the way his wings flexed when he came. She wanted him on his back. She wanted him chained to the bed. Chains. He couldn’t hurt her if he was in them. Maybe if she proposed the idea…

      The door opened and there he was. She blinked twice. Was he a daydream? No, still there. She pushed off the bar, her smile widening until her cheeks hurt. And then she was in the air, her legs wrapped around his hips and her arms clinging to his neck. Had she moved to him or the other way around? Oh, what did it matter? He was here and they were kissing. Goddess, she’d missed this.

      “Hey!” Roosevelt bellowed from behind the bar. “By the Mountain. This is a public place!”

      Marius looked around her shoulder at her boss. “Can I borrow your office? We need to talk.”

      Roosevelt rubbed the back of his neck. “Talk. Right. You’re killing me, Marius! Fine. Go. She’s got a fifteen-minute break, but I swear if you break anything, you’re paying double.”

      Marius gave him a nod and a wink and started walking toward the back room. She remained clinging to him like a breastplate.

      “You know, you could use your own two feet.”

      “What fun would that be?” She pressed her forehead to his.

      He carried her through the door to the office, his hands gripping her ass, and pressed her back against the wall. Fuck, he was hard. Now that he had leverage, she could feel every inch of him. She squeezed her legs and ground against him.

      “Fifteen minutes isn’t going to be long enough unless you get in me right now.” She nibbled on his mouth. “Is that blood?” She spotted a drop of red on the neck of his tunic.

      “It’s not mine.”

      “Oh? Whose is it?”

      “I have something to show you.”

      Reluctantly she slid off him onto her own two feet. He reached inside his jacket. She cursed the space between them but smiled curiously as he handed her a bit of parchment. She unfolded it.

      “You made champion level?” She squealed.

      He stroked a hand down his chest. “Faced off against Dax.”

      “Dax? Your trial was against Dax? Mountain, you’re lucky to be alive.”

      He frowned.

      “No! Not like that. I have faith in your abilities, but he’s a slab of stone, Marius.”

      That quirky smile flashed again. “And now he’s cut down to size.”

      She grabbed him and kissed him firmly. “I’m so proud of you. You’re going to win, you know. I’m going to be mated to the next champion.”

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

      She reached for his breeches and started unfastening the ties. “You’re right. Let’s celebrate the old-fashioned way.” She worked her hands inside his pants and fisted his cock. Velvet over steel. She stroked down to his balls.

      His mouth met hers, and he started pulling up her skirt. She almost cried when three firm knocks came on the door, interrupting them.

      Marius growled.

      “Marius, we’ve received a falcon from the queen.” Roosevelt’s voice held a note of panic as it came through the door. “She says it’s an emergency. She must see you right away.”

      “Tell her I’m on my way.” He dropped her skirt and started adjusting his breeches.

      “She wants you to bring Harlow. Normally I’d make her finish her shift, but it says it’s urgent. Royal business…”

      Marius straightened his tunic and slanted a serious look in her direction.

      “Of course I’ll come. Do you think she’s found a way to help us?”

      He flipped a hand toward the door and gestured with his chin. “Let’s hope.”
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      Paragon’s two suns were bright red on the horizon and had painted the sky violet and azure behind the sacred mountain when they arrived at the palace. The Master of the Guard himself, Colin, met them at the door, looking shaken as he grasped Marius’s shoulder. “You both need to come with me right away.”

      Harlow tensed. Colin had led the resistance. He’d seen death and destruction and endured having the flesh of his arm burned away when he grabbed an enchanted orb from the bottom of a pool of the goddess’s tears. Nothing shook this man. Her hopes that they’d been called here on good news melted away.

      Briefly her mind went to the flyer she’d taken from the Silver Sunset and the strange man she’d encountered. Was this about her? Did they think she was part of the New Order? No, if that were the case, she’d probably be in cuffs right now. This was something else. Something worse.

      They were led into the king and queen’s quarters, foreboding prickling her skin as they navigated to a room in the back. The door opened, and they were surrounded by white marble and shelves of magical accoutrements. At the center of the round room was a symbol, above which floated a model of the universe sliced into fourteen sections. The queen was on her knees in front of the symbol, eyes red and her face carved with tears. The king crouched beside her, a hand on her shoulder.

      The palace magician, Nathaniel, turned when they entered the room. He was dressed in an unusual costume with a pipe smoldering in one hand. Harlow had a bad feeling about this. “Thank the Mountain. They’re here.”

      The queen looked up. “Marius, something terrible has happened. It’s Charlie.”

      At her side, Harlow felt Marius stiffen, and his grip on her hand tightened with his anxiety. “What happened?”

      “Nathaniel and I were here with her, researching how to retrieve Killian’s and Brynhoff’s hearts. We wanted to set their souls free and end their hold on you. Charlie heard us and decided she wanted to help.”

      “What are you talking about, Raven? How could Charlie possibly help with my situation?”

      Raven pointed to the first of fourteen slices. “She opened a new portal. Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t repeat this magic. Charlie went back in time to the last moment we saw the hearts.”

      Harlow turned her head to stare at Marius, but the look on his face told her that his niece leaping through time was as surprising to him as it was to her.

      Marius seemed incapable of speech, but Harlow had to know what was going on. “I’m sorry, but did you just say your daughter traveled back in time? Are you sure?”

      Raven wiped under her eyes. “We watched her. Nathaniel was able to hold open the window long enough for us to see her get the hearts.”

      “Wait, are you saying it worked? She has them?” Marius’s excitement was contagious, but if it had worked, why was Raven so upset?

      Nathaniel puffed on his pipe. “It seems that Charlie has the power to move through time and between dimensions. The problem is, she has not been able to get back to us.” Nathaniel reached into the model and turned the slices so that Harlow could see a window into a dark place where a child with angel wings carried a satchel Harlow assumed contained the dragon hearts. It looked like the Charlie she’d met at the coronation but older.

      “Is that Charlie?” Marius asked.

      Gabriel answered, voice strained. “Yes, our daughter appears to have aged with her travels. We estimate three human years.”

      Harlow covered her mouth with a hand. What did you say to parents who’d lost their child in time?

      “Raven devised a way to see into these dimensions,” Nathaniel explained. “What she didn’t understand is that time isn’t consistent within them. Each dimension is a separate river, and when we leap from one to the next, we aren’t traveling linearly. Where we land depends on the magic, will, and intent of the traveler.

      “We watched Charlie enter Eleanor’s ritual room. She knew where to go because she’d been there. She’d seen the hearts as a baby. She pulled them from a pile of collapsed shelving while our mother was distracted with killing the goddess. When Eleanor destroyed the room, Charlie tried to leap back to us, but she was sucked into the underworld with Aitna by Eleanor’s spell. Charlie leaped forward, back into our time, but she landed in the dimension Aitna had landed in back then. The one we resurrected you from.”

      “Fire planet,” Marius said.

      Harlow’s stomach filled with shards of ice. “The one with the hunters? The place you thought you were when you were strangling me?”

      Marius nodded, and she thought she might be sick. That was no place for a child.

      Raven wept openly, and her voice came out high-pitched as she said, “We don’t think she knows the way out. We can see her, but she can’t see us. She can’t hear us. She’s scared, Marius. She isn’t spirit. She’s there bodily somehow. She can be hurt and killed.”

      “She has to make it to the temple.” Marius’s voice was more dragon than man. “What do you want me to do?”

      The queen stood and walked to him, took his hand. “I want you to go in and show her the way out.”

      “There is no way he’s going back in there!” Harlow’s voice felt high and tight. Part of her understood she should not be speaking to the queen like this, but the idea of sending Marius back to the place he’d been trapped for three hundred years was too cruel to be a valid consideration. She bared her teeth.

      Gabriel growled a note of warning, but Raven held up a hand. “I understand it’s too much to ask, but I don’t think there’s another way.”

      Marius pulled Harlow’s back against his chest and wrapped his arms around her. “Easy,” he whispered in her ear.

      Her heart pounded but she remained silent, allowed him to handle it. “I don’t know how to get back inside.”

      Good. He had no intention of going. Harlow wanted to get the girl back, but…

      “You can’t go inside your body,” Nathaniel said. “Charlie is the only creature to ever walk into the spiritual realms body and all as far as we know.”

      “Then how do you expect me to help her?” Marius asked.

      “Remember how we talked about the levels of Hades and the idea that if you could navigate to the last temple, you could escape, but that Eleanor had cursed you to repeat the levels over and over again?”

      Marius’s expression grew darker. “In theory.”

      Raven glanced at Nathaniel. “We think…”

      “We want to… suspend your life for a few hours so that we can put your soul into the same dimension we took you out of. Enough time for you to find Charlie and guide her out. Then once your soul is free, we’ll put it back into your body.”

      Oh hell no. Harlow glared. “You must fucking be kidding! You want to kill him?”

      “Only temporarily,” Nathaniel said.

      “My ass!” Harlow tossed her hands in the air, breaking from Marius’s hold. Her gaze darted between Raven and Marius, whose expression was far too complacent. “He was trapped in there for three hundred years. What makes you so sure he’d even be able to find his way out this time?”

      “Because he’s done it before, Harlow,” Raven said. “He would have been freed many times over if not for Eleanor’s spell. Dragons don’t belong in purgatory forever. Even dead dragons.”

      A growl worthy of a dragon twice her size ripped from Harlow’s throat, and her eyes stung. “Over three hundred years! I won’t let you condemn him to that again. No! Marius, tell them no.”

      “He’ll come back,” Nathaniel said softly. “He’ll know the way this time because he’s… He’s…”

      “Tethered to you,” Marius finished, his gaze locking on Harlow. “That’s why Harlow needed to come and why she has to be here. We’re mated, so I can follow the bond between us, at least in theory.”

      “In theory,” Harlow growled.

      The sound of a child’s scream came from the symbol. Raven whirled and clawed open another window. “She can’t make it to the temple without you.”

      “Fuck! What are those things?” Harlow stared in horror as the little girl dodged fireballs and was chased by a monster whose entire face consisted of rows and rows of eyes and razor-sharp teeth. Charlie ran back into a small dark cave.

      “Fire planet,” Marius murmured. “She’ll never survive.”

      Harlow’s mouth dropped open. Was her soul being torn in two? She couldn’t imagine her mate not going to rescue the girl. It was who he was. In her heart, she understood it, but the thought of him dying in front of her… Intentionally dying. She wanted to scream.

      Marius tried to take her hand, but she yanked it away. She couldn’t breathe as he said, “I have to do this.”

      Pain swallowed her. Inside, she beat the walls of her mind with her fists. She lay on the floor, kicking and screaming. Outwardly, she went as still as the statues in the garden. Hot tears carved paths along her cheeks. If he didn’t go, he’d never forgive himself. She felt it down the bond. She’d known he’d struggled with his self-esteem these past weeks. Going into the underworld might kill him, but staying behind when he knew he was the only one who could save Charlie would kill him in an entirely different way. The second was a slow, painful death. He’d never feel worthy of love or anything else if he didn’t do this.

      She had to force her throat to work. “It’s your decision.”

      “I have to. She’ll never survive without me.”

      Eyes cloudy with tears, she mumbled, “I’ll be here when you’re ready to find your way home.” How had she found the strength to voice those words when what she really wanted to say was find another way, you’re not going anywhere?

      Marius turned back toward Nathaniel and the queen. “Where do we begin?”
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      In all the time since Marius had returned from the dead, he’d never thought he would voluntarily allow himself to be sent back to the underworld. He was a grown dragon and a fighter, but his nightmares frightened him deeply, all the way down to the part of him that remembered what it was to be a child, to be absolutely helpless.

      Once he was separated from this body, he would not be able to shift into his dragon form, and his wings were only marginally useful in the fire-raining skies of the dimension where they planned to send him. Was there any guarantee he’d ever get out again? No. In theory, if he reached the temple with Charlie, he should be free, and Raven and Nathaniel should be able to pull him and Charlie back here. But reaching the temple was no easy task. If he died trying, his spirit would endure and be forced to start over, but what would happen to Charlie? She was there body and soul. Could she die there?

      And then there was Harlow. His mate. If he died for real or was trapped on the other side, it would destroy her. Mating among dragons was their most sacred bond. He’d never understood before why dragons who lost their mates often begged for death. Now it made sense. He’d liked Harlow from the moment she’d approached him at the coronation. He’d grown to love her over the weeks they’d spent working together. But the night their dragons had chosen each other, their souls had adhered. Could they even be separated without cleaving one or the other in two?

      But then, that’s what Nathaniel and Raven were counting on. His and Harlow’s relationship was an unbreakable tether that might anchor him to this world and guide him home from the temple.

      While Nathaniel drew a symbol beside and tangential to the one with Raven’s model of the underworld, Gabriel stared at Marius, face etched with pain. His brother understood, perhaps better than anyone, what Marius was about to do. Without saying a word, his expression conveyed everything. Thank you for sacrificing yourself again, my brother, not for me but for her.

      He thought of Charlie. He loved his niece. Everyone did. What kind of dragon would he be if he left her in that nightmare all alone? He gave his brother a nod of acceptance.

      “Marius, it’s time,” Nathaniel said.

      Harlow’s arms were suddenly around him, her eyes bright with panic. She pulled him to her and kissed him in a desperate, frantic way. “Come back to me. Do what you have to do, and then come home.”

      Home. She was his home now, wasn’t she?

      She licked her lips, and all at once her eyes filled with heat, as if she’d flipped off the part of her inching toward hysteria and forced an air of calm about herself. He realized instantly she was doing it for him. The corner of her mouth trembled as she said, “We have unfinished business.”

      He forced a smile, thought back to the office in the Silver Sunset. “Yes, we do.”

      “Marius…” Raven’s voice cracked with emotion. “Please. There’s no time.”

      Harlow kissed him again and then shoved him toward the symbol. Fuck, she was strong. As he lowered himself to the floor, he thought she must be made of steel.

      Nathaniel rested his fingers on Marius’s temples and stared down into his face. “Raven is going to knock your soul out of your body and toward Charlie. I will keep you in suspended animation until you return to it. Try not to linger, brother.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Raven’s face appeared over his, the pain in her eyes almost unbearable. “I’m sorry,” she whispered just to him. Then she drew a symbol in the air with her hands, crossing and uncrossing her forearms before forming her fingers into claws and shoving one hand into his chest.

      Now he understood why she’d apologized in advance. Pain sliced through him, and magic torqued his body off the floor. When he finally dropped, so did his spirit. The pain ended, then ignited again when he smacked hard and fast into stone.

      Darkness. Was he unconscious or gone? With effort, he moved his hand, found his hip, and then felt along his torso. He was back in his leather armor again, as if he’d never left this dimension. He blinked. He must be back in the cave. He waited for his dragon sight to adjust to the total darkness.

      An aura of golden light entered the corner of his vision. It grew brighter and brighter until a pale face with platinum curls appeared where Raven’s face had been.

      “Uncle Marius?”

      “Charlie?” He stared at her in total awe. The girl was putting off her own light, as if she’d swallowed a star.

      She sniffed, and a tear rolled down her face. He wiped it with his thumb, and his hand glowed until the wetness dried. “I think I did something bad.”
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      Marius sat up and took Charlie by the shoulders, forcing himself to give her a gentle smile. “Well, life wouldn’t be very interesting if we didn’t get into trouble now and then, would it?”

      “This isn’t interesting. It’s scary.”

      He shuffled to his feet and noticed the satchel on her hip. “Is that…?”

      She opened the flap. “I got the hearts Mommy wanted.”

      Marius looked down at the two giant gems, lit from within by the souls of his father and uncle. “Good girl.”

      “I can hear Mommy cry, but I can’t get back to her.” Charlie sniffed.

      “But now I’m here, and I’m going to help you get home.” He reached out his hand, and she slipped her fingers into his. She was taller than when he’d last seen her, but slight, waifish. He wondered at her fast rate of growth. When would it stop? Was she mortal as her mother or immortal as her father? If she was mortal, would her life be abnormally short? He set the line of thought aside. None of it would matter if he didn’t get her out of here.

      A hunter’s scream came from outside the cave, sending the girl clinging to his waist.

      “The hunters are scary. It was smart of you to come here to hide.”

      “I leaped here from the last place,” she said in a shaky, high-pitched voice. “I tried to leave, but it was too dangerous.”

      “Hmm. Well, the good news is I know the way home, but we need to leave this cave to get there. In order for us to get out of here, we need to make it to the labyrinth and then the temple. The temple is the doorway home.”

      Her lower lip trembled. “How do we get to the labyrinth?”

      “We leave the cave and cross through the forest. Then we’ll walk through a tunnel and wade through a lake. The door to the labyrinth lies beyond the lake.”

      Her big blue eyes shifted fearfully toward the exit.

      “Now tell Uncle Marius, have you seen weapons in this cave? A spear with carvings on it? A sword?”

      She pointed toward the bend that led to the opening to the cave. He patted her back and took her hand again. He’d never seen the cave in the light before, but it might as well be high noon the way Charlie was glowing. The floor was littered with bones. Animal and human. It stank of sulfur and death. He found a sword and scabbard right where he remembered the weapons being on his last journey here and fastened it around his hips. The spear beside it was one Killian once used. He examined the carvings. Greek symbols in bone. It killed the hunters, he remembered. That’s all he cared about.

      He balanced it in his hands, got the feel for it again. “Perfect. Charlie, the hunters are attracted to light. Can you dim yourself? You don’t glow this brightly at home, do you?”

      “No, but it’s so dark and scary.” Her bottom lip trembled again.

      “I know, darling. But for us to make it, we need to be very fast and brave. We have to hide. And that means being as dark as the night. Do you trust me?”

      In the blink of an eye, the cave went perfectly dark again. She clung to his side. “I’ll need to put you on my back so I can use my spear. If you fall off, stay close to me at all times and do as I tell you. Promise me.”

      “I promise.” The words cracked in her throat.

      “Good girl.” He edged to the doorway. A fireball soared through the sky and collided with the ground just beyond the cave, illuminating her terrified face. He comforted her with a squeeze of her hand. Thank the Mountain she was fireproof. Still, one of those could injure or kill her if it knocked her out of the sky, which was why they needed to do this on foot. He scanned the forest beyond. No signs of hunters.

      Shifting her satchel around, he pulled her onto him, piggyback style. “Hold on tight, kid.”

      Her cheek brushed his ear as she nodded. He tightened his grip on the spear, felt the comforting weight of the sword at his side. With one last thought of Harlow, he sprang from the cave and ran.

      Weaving in and out of the trees, Marius drove forward with a single-minded purpose. He could see the white dome of the temple in the distance, beyond the dark and twisting labyrinth. If he could just make it to the tunnels.

      The hunter came out of nowhere, dropping from the trees and landing on top of them. Marius fell backward. Crying out, Charlie slipped from his back before he hit the ground. Somehow he managed to angle his spear up in time. It pierced the thing’s chest, but the creature drove forward anyway. He wedged a foot between him and it.

      Foul breath roared into his face, rows of teeth circling his head, snapping mere inches from his nose. Fingers bloodless with his grip on the spear, he watched the light slowly drain from its many eyes until finally it hung lifeless above him. Rolling, he thrust its body off him and yanked his spear from its flesh.

      He circled the clearing, searching for Charlie in the darkness, tempted to call out for her but knowing to do so would be a death sentence for them both. A hunter’s screech came from behind him. He whirled. Charlie stared into the face of another hunter. Marius hoisted his spear onto his shoulder and threw it like a javelin. It pierced the monster’s heart.

      The hunter froze, then fell over twitching. Marius swept Charlie into his arms, abandoning the spear and racing for the tunnel. He wasn’t going to risk checking to see if the creature was actually dead.

      “It’s okay. I’ve got you.” He helped her to his back.

      “I couldn’t move. I was too scared.”

      “It’s okay. We’re almost there.”

      He could see the tunnel ahead. It was made from the hollowed-out trunk of a massive fallen tree. Once they were inside, they’d be safe from the hunters who couldn’t fit through the opening. The trees above them rustled. “Charlie, now would be a great time to use that zappy zap you showed me in the palace. Do you think you can do it?”

      “Mommy says not to.”

      “Mommy would agree it’s okay to use against monsters.”

      The screech of a hunter came close above their heads. Her hands lifted from his neck, and the forest lit up with her magic. The hunter backed off in a flap of wings. But then another screech pierced the night, and then another. More flapping wings. Fuck, she’d scared away one, but the light and the sound were attracting every hunter in the forest.

      Branches snapped, and the sound of flapping closed in. No spear this time. He poured on the speed, his breath coming in pants. How was it possible to be breathless and have his heart in his throat when he didn’t technically have a body?

      Charlie screamed as he dove into the tunnels. She tumbled over his head into the darkness. Talons snatched at his feet through the opening. He crab-walked deeper inside, out of the reach of slashing teeth and claws. When he reached Charlie, he pulled her into his arms.

      “You okay, kid?”

      She wept softly against his chest. He stood, bonking his head on the top of the tunnel, then slumped slightly so he could tread forward, deeper into the safety of the passage.

      “Charlie? Give me some light so I can see you’re okay.”

      Her glow started, soft as a lit match, and then increased to the radiance of a candle in his arms. He ran a hand along her limbs. No blood. No injuries.

      “Scared?”

      She nodded and wiped under her eyes.

      “We’re safe in here. Until we reach the other side at least.” He set her down and took her hand.

      They started to walk.

      “Can I leave my light on?”

      He looked down at the slip of a girl. She wiped under her nose.

      “I think that would be okay. Just until the water.”

      Their footsteps thumped against wood as they followed the tunnel. In the light, he could confirm it was a hollow log. Strange insects fed on the wood inside. It was they, he realized, that had hollowed it out, not some lost soul fighting for its freedom. He wasn’t sure how that made him feel. Was it better to know that some force in the universe had provided the tunnel through luck or providence? Or that another soul or souls, through sacrifice and hard work, had made the escape route?

      Maybe it didn’t matter. There was only so much credit a higher life-form could take for their existence and survival. He was thankful for the tunnel, no matter who or what was responsible.

      “I see the water, Uncle Marius. It looks cold.” Charlie’s voice was laced with worry.

      “It is cold.”

      “Can we fly over?”

      “Too dangerous. The vines that hang over the top are deadly, and the fireballs could knock us out of the sky anyway.” One splashed down in the lake outside the tunnel and sent up a pillar of steam. “It’s best to wade through the water. Trust me on this one.” He glanced down at her.

      She was making that face again, the one that tore him up inside. Helpless. Dependent on him. He was a terrible hero.

      He exited the tunnel and eyed the crisscrossing vines above the water. His hand drifted to the sword at his hip, his only remaining weapon. “Here’s what we’re going to do. You’ll stand on my shoulders. You won’t even get wet.”

      “But won’t you be cold?”

      He would be. A deep aching cold that even his dragon flesh was not immune to. “I have my armor.”

      That seemed to appease her, because she held up her hands to him with total trust in her eyes. With his help, she climbed up his back and squatted on his shoulders. Careful to keep her under the vines, he sank into the dark, murky water. Instantly, ice filled his veins and his teeth chattered. He began the slow trudge forward.

      He was halfway across when his eyes started to close. It would be so easy to fall asleep here. The needles poking into his skin would stop. He’d grow warm again. He knew because he’d died here before. He’d sleep and wake up in the cave, ready to face another day.

      “Don’t stop, Uncle. We’re almost there.” Charlie grabbed his ears and pinched.

      He startled awake. They were not almost there. In fact, the opposite bank seemed like it was getting farther away. Cold. So cold. But if he just closed his eyes…

      “Jump, Charlie. Soar to the opposite bank, low to the water. You can make it if you don’t flap your wings. The labyrinth is at the end of the path. The temple at the center will take you home.”

      She pinched his ears harder. “You have to show me, Uncle,” she cried.

      He took another step. No farther. He wasn’t going to make it. “You can do it by yourself. Use your zappy fingers.”

      “Keep going! We’re almost there!” she screamed.

      “Do as I say, kid.” His lids drooped, and the words came out slurred. With his last scrap of strength, he reached up, grabbed her hips, and tossed her toward the shore. Her wings caught the air, and she landed gently on the opposite bank. He hated the look in her eyes when he gave up. Disappointed. Horrified. Mercifully, he didn’t have to suffer her expression for long. He sank into the water, his eyes closing. He waited for death.

      Strange—his body seemed to be rising rather than sinking. He cracked his lids as he rose out of the water, facedown and dripping over the surface. He glanced toward Charlie. She was glowing again, her hands outstretched, sweat beading on her contorted face. As soon as his head was over the dirt, he dropped like a rock, legs still dangling in the water. She was on him immediately, digging her fingers into his collar and pulling with all her might.

      “Get up! Get up now, Uncle! You’re being bad.” She yanked hard and then slapped him in the side of the head.

      “Ow.”

      “Now!” she screeched, and Marius could not help but to hear her mother’s voice in her mouth. He army-crawled forward, pulling one leg, then the other, from the icy water. He rolled over onto his back, staring up at the trees that sheltered the path.

      “Charlie,” he said, mostly so that she wouldn’t slap him again while he regained his strength. “Did you levitate me out of the water?”

      She squatted down beside him. “I had to. You fell asleep.”

      “When did you learn to do that?”

      “A few days ago.” She frowned. “I don’t think I could do it if you were in your body. You’d be too heavy.”

      He nodded. “Makes sense.” No, it didn’t make any sense. That wasn’t a dragon power, and a witch needed training to manipulate the elements like that. Not to mention, she’d seemed to tug at his very soul, like she’d not just lifted him but commanded him to come to her.

      He sat up, feeling wet, exhausted, and aching from the effects of the cold. “Thanks for saving me.”

      She tossed her arms around him and hugged. The gesture had an oddly invigorating effect. Slowly he climbed to his feet. “All right, then. Let’s get on with it. The labyrinth isn’t going to solve itself.”

      “What do you mean, solve itself?”

      “It’s a puzzle.” He decided it was best not to say more. Didn’t want to scare her. “Are you up for a game?”

      The corners of her mouth pulled back. “I don’t think I like this world’s games.”

      He took her hand, and they started along the path. “Well, there’s only one way out, and that’s to win. So if you have any other hidden talents, kid, don’t hesitate to use them.”
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      “His hands are ice cold. He’s been gone too long. We should try to bring him back.” Harlow sandwiched Marius’s hand between her own, cradling it in her lap. His fingers felt colder than a corpse’s, like his body had frozen on the side of the Dark Mountains. She rubbed his hand between her own, trying her best to warm him, but the cold must have come from within. He looked dead, his diamond heart silent in his chest.

      “We can’t bring him back yet,” Queen Raven said. “He must come back on his own. I can’t reinsert a soul that isn’t here into this body.”

      Harlow pulled her knees into her chest, never letting go of Marius’s hand. “It’s been hours. How long can this go on?”

      Nathaniel, whose fingers still pressed into Marius’s temples, glanced at her in annoyance. The position he was in couldn’t be comfortable, but aside from mumbling an incantation every half hour, he hadn’t moved. He stretched out one leg now and cracked his neck. “It will go on as long as it takes. Pray not longer than the queen and I can stay awake.”

      “What happens if you fall asleep?” Harlow glanced back and forth between the two.

      Behind Raven, Gabriel started to pace. The king embodied dark menace. People in Hobble Glen often whispered fearfully of the queen. Dragons had been conditioned to fear witches after all. But it was the king Harlow thought they should be afraid of. Between the two of them, he looked more deadly and less forgiving.

      “We won’t fall asleep,” the queen stated firmly, giving Nathaniel a stern look. “And Marius will make it back soon with Charlie. We have to believe that.”

      Harlow gave her a nod. She hoped what she said was true, but if there was one thing she’d learned this year, it was that the rug could be pulled out from under her at any time. As much as she hoped for a happy ending, she held back a piece of herself from believing in it, preparing for the worst. She wasn’t sure how she’d survive it, but she refused to give herself over entirely to optimism. Too dangerous.

      “Harlow, you can sleep. We’ll wake you when we need you.” Raven gestured toward the floor as if to say she could stretch out next to Marius.

      “I’m fine.” She stroked Marius’s arm. If they could stay up, so could she.

      Time uncurled and stretched lazily between them. It had to be the middle of the night. The forest beyond the windows in the white room was completely dark aside from the silver light from the two waning moons.

      “I owe you an apology, Harlow.” Raven shifted her legs to the other side of her body.

      “He’s my mate and my love. I know he wouldn’t have made any other choice but to save Charlie. He’d never abandon a child in need. He wouldn’t be able to live with himself, and his agony would be my agony.”

      “That’s not what I’m apologizing for, although I can appreciate how difficult it must be to be apart from a new mate.”

      “What, then?”

      Raven glanced away, toward Marius’s feet. “The Council of Elders and I have recently learned of an uprising of citizens that want a return to the old ways. They want things how they were when Eleanor was on the throne.”

      “I’ve heard. They’ve been leaving flyers at the Silver Sunset where I work.”

      Raven frowned. “I’m sorry to admit that when I first learned you were spending time with Marius, I thought you might be involved with them.”

      “You thought I was stringing him along for information. You thought I was a spy.”

      “Yes.”

      “And now?”

      “You’re his mate.”

      “But am I still a spy?” Harlow scowled at her. Wherever Raven was going with this, it was insulting.

      “No. I don’t think so.”

      “I’m not. I never was.”

      “I’m sorry. I just thought… because of your parents’ history with Eleanor.”

      Harlow sighed. “My father is an opportunist. He’s not a bad man. He’s someone who tries to make the best of the situation he’s in. My mother goes along with whatever my father does. He never followed Eleanor because he liked her or even agreed with her politics. At home, it was clear he hated her. He just wanted the best for his family.”

      “He was complicit in allowing her to continue in power.”

      “Maybe so. Maybe the entire population of Paragon was too. I don’t recall her closing the borders to keep citizens from fleeing. No one knew for sure what was going on up here. The press wasn’t communicating the truth.”

      Raven gave her a stern look. “Do you think I was too hard on your family, taking away his business?”

      “I think you were right to speculate my family was part of the uprising. When you leave people desperate, they do desperate things. I’m sure it is tempting for my father, honestly. He has nothing. But he hasn’t, and he won’t because he believes in Paragon and in you.”

      Raven frowned. “I am sorry, Harlow, but if Darium truly had nothing, he must take some responsibility. It’s been a year. Your father is highly skilled. I’m sure if he wanted to work, he’d have no trouble finding a position.”

      Harlow scoffed. “Maybe, if he weren’t blacklisted.”

      The queen scowled. “Who blacklisted him?”

      “We don’t know. All we know is that the Silver Sunset is the only business in Paragon that would give us the time of day. And I suspect Roosevelt only hired me because he saw me with Marius. No one wants a past supporter of Eleanor’s on their payroll. No one wants to be associated with us.”

      Raven pondered that for a few moments. “But you had savings… connections.”

      “Our connections abandoned us the minute we carried a whiff of scandal, and our savings didn’t last. That is my parents’ fault, although in their defense, they had to deal with devastating change quickly. It threw them both into a horrible depression. They were slow to adapt, but understandably so.”

      Raven looked at her quizzically. “If your father hasn’t been able to work this entire time, how have you survived?”

      Harlow sighed. “I supported us by gambling in the pits. It’s why I was so interested in Marius. I used to watch him fight as a young girl, you know. I had such a crush on him. And then when he came back… To be honest, I thought he was larger than life. I just knew he would fight again.” She rubbed Marius’s hand between hers. “I convinced him to let me train him, and the money he paid me kept us afloat. And now, because of him, I have a position at the Silver Sunset. We’ve learned to live modestly. We’ll survive.”

      She felt Raven studying the side of her head. “Of course you will. The heirs of Paragon always take care of their mates.”

      Harlow scowled at her. “I’m not after Marius’s support or yours. My family and I work hard. We always have.” Her voice held an edge, and she knew she was pushing her luck speaking to the queen like this, but she couldn’t stop herself. “Do you know that my father physically touched every door he produced? Unlike Adradys, who leaves all the work to his apprentices, my father believed in what he did. He poured himself into his art. And yes, he was wealthy, but he earned his money. Paragon is a less beautiful place now that he can’t work.”

      Gabriel glared at her with fire in his eyes. She turned her gaze back to Marius. “I’m sorry for raising my voice. I’m exhausted and worried for Marius and Charlie.”

      “Don’t apologize. For what it’s worth, I didn’t understand the fallout on your family. I expected it to be a punishment, not a death sentence.”

      Harlow said nothing. What could she say? It hadn’t been a death sentence, just a horribly hungry and difficult year.

      “Anyway, if you want to catch the New Order, find out who is charming those flyers they leave at the Silver Sunset.”

      “How do you know they call themselves the New Order?”

      “I found one of the flyers. Roosevelt wanted me to throw it away, but I wanted to ask my parents about it in case they might have been approached. For all the reasons you mentioned, I thought they might be targets, and I wanted to give Marius any information I could get.”

      “And what did you learn?”

      “The flyer itself must have been enchanted because a man came to me in the street. When I pressed him about who he was, he ran away. I was planning to tell Marius, but we were sidetracked with… this. I haven’t had a chance to speak with my parents about it.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, Harlow saw Raven give Gabriel a long, hard look.

      “Thank you for telling me,” she said.

      “You’re welcome.” She turned back to Marius. “His hands feel warmer now.”

      Raven repositioned herself at his ankles. “Come on, Marius. Make it home, and I swear I’ll give you and your mate the royal wedding of a lifetime.”

      Harlow’s pride made her want to say she could plan her own wedding, but she squelched that knee-jerk reaction. Who was she to turn aside Marius’s family, after all? Glancing back at Raven, she raised an eyebrow and smiled.
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      Marius stood before the gaping maw of an ancient stone doorway, next to a little girl who was far more powerful than her child’s body let on. She glowed softly beside him, her hand firmly in his, and stared into the darkness.

      “Ready?” He tugged on her hand.

      “Are there hunters inside?”

      “I don’t remember any. But there are other deadly things. It’s constantly changing.”

      “Can I keep my light on?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t see why not. We’re not going to slip by anything in this labyrinth, Charlie. Whatever we meet, we’ll have to face it.”

      Her glow brightened. “I’m ready.”

      They stepped inside. The stone corridor narrowed and descended. He remembered this part. He’d made it this far before. Maybe once or twice. After a sharp left, the labyrinth presented them with a fork in the passageway.

      “Right, straight, or left?” he asked her. “I went left before… but I don’t think I was successful.” He stopped himself from admitting that he thought he died.

      “It changes.” She frowned.

      “Yes, it does.” She was a smart kid.

      “Which way do you want to go?”

      He hung his head. He didn’t know which way, and the decision seemed impossible when a child’s life was at stake. He was staring at his toes when he realized there were markings under the dust. He brushed the debris aside. An arrow pointed straight ahead.

      A grin spread his lips. Had he drawn that arrow? Or maybe one of the others. “I think we go straight, kid.”

      She nodded, and they walked on. But soon, the passage ended at a stone wall. There was no visible way forward. A table lay set before them, candles burning, plates gleaming. Every manner of food was heaped upon golden trays at its center.

      “I’m hungry!” Charlie lunged toward the table, arms outstretched.

      “No, Charlie. You can’t eat that. Don’t ever eat anything in the underworld.”

      “Why not?” She pouted, staring longingly at the feast.

      “It makes you forget why you’re here. If you eat that, you’ll never leave.” He looked around the stone room for another clue, an arrow from a benevolent soul, maybe his own, with instructions on what to do next, but the floor was oddly clean of debris. Too clean. There should have been stones, dust. “This is wrong.”

      “Do we have to go back?”

      “It’s an illusion. Look how clean the floor is.”

      She shrugged her little shoulders.

      “Trust me.”

      One of the candles flickered. “See that?” He pointed to the candle. “Airflow. There’s a way out. We just can’t see it.” He released her hand and rounded the table to examine the far wall. “Maybe we can feel it.”

      The room behind him grew darker. He looked over his shoulder. Charlie was using one of the teacups as a snuffer to put out the candles.

      “Charlie… I’m not sure that’s a good—”

      The last candle went dark.

      “They’re bad,” Charlie said.

      With the candles extinguished, Marius saw immediately what she meant. By the light of Charlie’s glow, the room was revealed for what it was. Skeletons sat at the table where no one had sat before, decaying in their seats. Skulls were stacked in every corner. The food on the table wriggled with worms. Thick cobwebs stretched across the room.

      Horrified by the sight of the food, Charlie backed away and climbed off the table. A noise came from above, and she looked straight up. The cup she’d been using to extinguish the candles dropped from her hands and shattered on the floor. “Uncle Marius?”

      Marius rushed forward, sweeping Charlie into his arms and drawing his sword. Above them, a spider the size of a small house dropped toward them, its fangs dripping. He tried to stab it, but the webs thickened around them. He could barely move.

      He hacked at the webs, the spider growing closer. “Charlie, zap!”

      Clap! Sparks flew into the thing’s eyes, and webs burned and fell away from them. The spider skittered away, hissing. Slashing at what remained of the webs, Marius ducked beneath the table, bringing Charlie with him. Bad idea. The space was littered with bones. Charlie screamed as the arm of a decaying man slapped her shoulder.

      But the webs weren’t as thick here. He cut at the ones on the opposite side of the table between him and the far wall. “Look, Charlie! There’s an opening.”

      A thump marked the spider’s arrival. Marius stabbed around the edge of the table, managing to lop off one of the creature’s hairy black legs. It screeched loud enough to hurt his ears, but he grabbed Charlie and bolted for the passageway. The space was narrow. He thrust Charlie through first and backed into it, stabbing at the flashing fangs that filled the doorway.

      The spider couldn’t fit through, but it could shoot its webs at him. Glossy threads wrapped around his sword and climbed his arms. The creature braced its legs on the wall and tried to pull him back into its lair. He dug in his heels. Zap!

      The webs gave way, and he collapsed into the narrow passageway next to Charlie. The scent of singed hair filled his nose. He shook burned web from his hands. Empty hands. Goddess help him, his sword was gone. He couldn’t complain too much. At least he was alive. But he mourned the loss of his last weapon, nonetheless. “Thanks, kid.”

      “What now?” Tears streamed down her cheeks.

      He drew her into a hug. “It’s okay. It can’t follow us.”

      “I want to go home.” Her lip quivered.

      “Me too. Good news is, we’re still alive, and there’s only one way to go.” He pointed down the long hall in front of him.

      She wiped her eyes and took his hand. They started walking again.

      After a long while, Charlie asked, “Are you going to marry Harlow?”

      He choked on his own spit and coughed into his hand. It wasn’t the question itself that had set him off guard but the timing and the source.

      “What made you think about that now?”

      She shrugged. “Just wondering. I know you spend time with her sometimes.”

      Marius thought about the question. He was already mated to her. Marriage was the obvious next step. “I don’t know. Haven’t asked her yet.”

      “Are you going to ask her?”

      “Maybe. If she wants me to.”

      “Why wouldn’t she want you to?”

      Marius shrugged. “Female minds are a mystery to me, Charlie, but I’ve learned it’s always a good idea to get Harlow’s permission before doing anything that involves her person.”

      Their feet crunched on the debris. “If you marry her, can I be the flower girl?”

      “How do you even know what a flower girl is?”

      “From Colin’s wedding.”

      Marius thought back. His brother had married the elf scribe Leena in a small wedding in a court in Rogos. “I don’t remember them having a flower girl.”

      “Oh, they didn’t. But Mommy told Daddy that if they’d had one, I’d make the prettiest one.”

      “Hmm. Well then, I suppose there’s no choice but to have the prettiest flower girl.”

      “But you need to ask Harlow,” she muttered.

      He grunted. “Not about this. This, I know she’d be absolutely behind. If we get married, you are our flower girl.”

      “How do you know? I thought you said her mind was a mystery.”

      “Sometimes, but the one consistency when it comes to Harlow is her heart, and she loves you, Charlie. She insisted I come in here after you.”

      “But I’ve only met her once!”

      Marius thought back. They would have met at the coronation. He beamed a smile down on her. “I guess once is enough.”

      Her face lit up. “Then I love her too.”

      “Harlow’s easy to love.” He stiffened when two silhouettes briefly appeared at the end of the hall. They were being watched. “Get behind me, Charlie. There’s another test up ahead.”

      She did what she was told. Marius reached for his sword but then remembered he’d lost it to the spider. Fuck. He dropped into a fighting stance.

      “It’s about time you showed up, son. We need your help figuring out this puzzle.”

      Marius rose to his full height and strode forward, tugging Charlie along with him until her light illuminated the faces of the two beings he’d seen repeatedly in his dreams since he was resurrected. Killian’s dark features stared at him from beside Brynhoff, whose shifting eyes and ratlike appearance hadn’t changed at all since he’d been gone.

      His father opened his arms and pulled Marius into his embrace. “I wondered if you were getting our messages. I knew you wouldn’t fail us.”

      Brynhoff snorted. “Speak for yourself. Eleanor’s spells aren’t easily broken. The boy is here, but can he get us out?”

      Marius hated the way his uncle referred to him as the boy. The man had always been useless, and his ongoing respect for Eleanor despite his circumstances grated on his last nerve.

      Killian interrupted before he could take the bait. “Who is with you, son?” His eyes fell on Charlie and lingered on her feather wings.

      “Charlie.” He offered no explanation. The sudden realization seized him that her very existence might fill both Killian and Brynhoff with terror. It was once a popular belief that the offspring of a witch and a dragon would destroy Paragon. In a way, Charlie had, but only the part that needed to be destroyed. It was too much to share. Too much for their minds to grasp.

      “Hello,” she said sweetly.

      Killian’s gaze fell on Charlie’s satchel, heavy with their two hearts. Could he feel a piece of himself there? If he could, Brynhoff didn’t seem to share that feeling. His arms were folded, and he was staring at the floor between them and the wall as if he were trying to figure something out.

      “What do we need to do to open the passage?” Marius asked.

      “Arrange the symbols in the slots.” Killian pointed to six indentations in the side wall and a pile of stones painted with symbols. “We think the floor contains a clue to what the code should be, but we can’t read it. We don’t understand the language.”

      As happy as Marius was that this was a challenge of intellect, given he’d lost his sword in the skirmish with the spider, he was equally dismayed when he looked at the floor. The symbols weren’t anything like Paragonian or the other languages he’d learned over his lifetime. They looked ancient.

      “The one who passes here must prove their worth,” Charlie read, edging her toes to the bottom of the last symbol. “Enter, thee, the name of thy soul’s first guide.”

      “You can read that?” Marius asked her.

      She nodded, her fist pressing into her lips.

      “Did your mother teach you?”

      She shook her head.

      “Well, good luck for us.” He ruffled the girl’s curls.

      “Sounds like gibberish to me. Worthy? Soul’s first guide? It’s impossibly obtuse.” Brynhoff huffed.

      Killian stroked his beard. “Charlie, can you spell mother with those stones?”

      Charlie nodded. She went to work arranging the symbols on the floor, but when she was done, the word was too long.

      “Try heart,” Marius said.

      Too short.

      “Mind,” Killian suggested.

      Again, too short.

      “First guide.” Marius blinked at Killian. “I think you were onto something with mother. Maybe father?”

      “Definitely not the first to guide a soul.” Killian frowned.

      Marius watched Charlie, his mind drifting to their earlier conversation. Harlow did love her, even without knowing her. It was that way with children, wasn’t it?

      “Try love,” Marius said.

      Charlie arranged the symbols. Exactly six. Marius began to plug them into the slots in the stone.

      “Careful, boy. If you’re wrong, it’s the cave for us again,” Brynhoff snapped.

      Marius glanced toward Charlie. What would happen to her? Still, he had no choice but to continue. He slipped in the final stones.

      The wall rumbled and then pulled aside.

      Killian clapped his hands together and stepped into the next passageway. “Brilliant! This is the farthest we’ve come in a century.”

      “Which means we have one last challenge to face.” Brynhoff grimaced. “And no weapons between us.”

      Killian growled. “Shut up, Brynhoff. Count your blessings. Look there.”

      The floor of the labyrinth was ascending, and at the top, a white glow beckoned them. Brynhoff increased his pace, his portly belly jiggling with his movements. “It’s the temple! We’re free!”

      Marius moved to follow after them, but Charlie squeezed his hand.

      “I feel weird.” She grabbed her stomach.

      “Weird how?”

      “My tummy hurts, and my zap is in my blood.” She tapped her torso with her fingers, imitating crackles under her skin.

      Marius was feeling unwell himself, although his unpleasant sensation was in the general area of his heart. He rubbed his chest while she rubbed her tummy, wondering if the tug he was feeling there was because of Harlow. She needed him. They had to get home.

      He gestured toward the light and the two men ahead of them. “There’s only one way out, and that’s through, kid.”

      Her face strained with worry.

      “We’ve made a good team so far.” He brushed her curls out of her face. “You’ve been very strong and brave. I think our chances are good.”

      Her eyes filled with tears.

      “What do you think? Do we stay here in this passageway? Or do we try for home?”

      “Try for home,” she squeaked, but he’d never seen her so uncomfortable. Her palm was wet with sweat as they started up the ramp, and she panted as they neared the light. The temple, it seemed, was having an effect on her.

      “Do you want me to take that satchel?” he asked. “Is it too heavy?”

      She pulled it over her head, her hair damp with perspiration, and handed it to him. He hoped it was okay for him to carry it. She’d retrieved them from the past. Could he bring them into the future? He had no idea how Charlie’s magic worked, or how the spell worked that had knocked him into this dimension. All he knew was that Charlie walked a little easier without the weight of the hearts. He took her hand again, and they were on their way.

      Brynhoff was the first to make it to the end of the labyrinth. He did not look back before stepping into the light. His scream echoed down the passageway, but Marius couldn’t tell if it was a scream of joy or of pain. It ended quickly. Brynhoff didn’t return to the passageway.

      Killian stopped and waited for them to catch up. “I couldn’t see what happened. It’s too bright.”

      “Maybe the temple sent him on,” Marius said.

      Killian grimaced. “Or whatever is guarding the temple killed him.”

      Marius swallowed hard. Together, they crept to the edge of the passageway. Charlie peered around the corner before Marius could stop her. After a quick peek, she leaped into Marius’s arms, clutching at him and weeping.

      “Charlie. What did you see?”

      “They’re like me, but bad. They’re very bad!” She buried her face in his neck. Marius stroked her wings, trying his best to comfort her.

      “What does she mean, they’re like her?” Killian asked.

      Marius stretched out on his belly and crept to the edge of the labyrinth. The same white marble temple he’d seen in every dimension was there, waiting to carry them away. All they had to do was make it through the wide columns of its pillars. But circling the temple were creatures that would strike fear into even the bravest heart.

      They were like Charlie, but… more. Each was at least nine feet tall with platinum hair and white feathery wings that dragged on the ground when they walked. They wore white cloaks and scanned the area around them with glowing black eyes. Normally Marius wouldn’t describe a thing as both glowing and dark, but somehow their eyes accomplished the feat. It was the guardians that put off the light, not the temple.

      With horror, he realized a steaming pile of flesh to his left was what remained of Brynhoff. He wasn’t dead yet. If he had been, his body would disappear and re-form in the cave. As if to prove his theory, the charred remains moaned woefully.

      “How do we get past them?” Killian asked.

      “No idea.” Marius studied Charlie. It was possible they wouldn’t kill her, looking like them as she did, and just as possible that they would. She also might be immune to their powers. But he refused to test that theory.

      “They’re bad,” she said again.

      He frowned. “What makes them bad, Charlie?”

      She wiggled her fingers in front of her heart again. “On the inside. I can feel it.”

      Killian stared at the girl. “She’s Gabriel’s daughter, isn’t she?”

      Marius did a double take. “How did you know?”

      “The eyes. She has his eyes. Not the same color—Gabriel’s are hazel—but the shape. Who is the mother?”

      Marius saw no reason to lie. “A witch named Raven. They’ve conquered Eleanor and now sit upon the throne. They’re just rulers, Father. And Charlie is good. You can see that.”

      Killian stroked Charlie’s hair. “I’m your grandpa, little one. Remember that your grandpa loves you.”

      He started for the edge.

      “What are you doing?” Marius’s eyes widened.

      Killian smiled. “My time has come and gone, Marius. When you get back with that”—he eyed the satchel again—“free me. Brynhoff too. And be happy.”

      “No. Father, no!” Marius shook his head and held out an arm, but Killian was already stepping out into the light.

      With one last look back at them, Killian yelled, “Run!”
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      Marius cried out, but it was no use. Killian ran from the labyrinth, waving his hands and calling to the guardians. Those strange, winged beings turned, their glowing eyes focusing on his father. Marius pulled Charlie into his arms and sprinted for the temple, using his wings to propel him forward, quicker than he’d ever moved in his life. Charlie clung to him, staring over his shoulder.

      A flash of light ignited behind him, and Charlie screamed. “Grandpa! Oh, Grandpa!”

      Marius did not look back. He leaped over stones and debris, flew as fast as his wings could carry him toward the stairs of the temple. His breath huffed in his lungs. He was going to make it. He was going to make it! His foot landed on the first step.

      Pure energy plowed into his back. His body crashed onto the steps, and he threw Charlie toward the door. Everything hurt. On Ouros, only the goddess’s tears were capable of inflicting this type of pain because only celestial magic could burn dragons. The guardians had to be made of the same stuff. Every nerve ending in his back felt like it was on fire. He crawled up another step, then raised his head to look at Charlie. Tossing the satchel toward her, he rasped, “Take this and run, kid. The door will take you home.”

      She climbed a few more steps toward the door, then turned around, her eyes filled with tears. “No! Get up!” She ran back down and grabbed his hand. “Get up, Uncle Marius! Get up now!” It was her mother’s voice again.

      He hauled himself up another step. Only a few more to go. A sound like static in the air told him why Charlie’s eyes went wide. The guardians of the temple must be charging up again, focusing those deadly eyes on him. He tried to climb faster, but he couldn’t get his feet under him. The crackle started again. “Run, Charlie!”

      She didn’t. She dropped into a fighting stance, crossed her arms, and bellowed like a dragon five hundred times her size. He heard the zap of celestial fire. Everything lit up like a sunrise. But when he looked back, all that bright light had stopped inches from his body, held back by some invisible shield Charlie was putting off. He cried out too, not that his howl would help her, but in reaction to the sheer power pulsing around him.

      He only took a breath when the guardians ran out of steam.

      Marius did not waste his niece’s gift. Powering through the pain, he scrambled to his feet and swept her into his arms. Her eyes rolled back in her head, and she passed out. He hugged her to his chest.

      “Hang on. Here we go.” He leaped into the center of the temple, into the beam of light that pulsed there. Instantly, he was swept into the beyond.

      Suspended in bright light with Charlie in his arms, all his pain vanished. It was, he realized, exactly as Avery had described it. He was in the bright place. The in-between. The place between places. He knew instantly that if he chose, he could stay here. Not here exactly, but the next place. It would feel like this for all eternity. It would be bright and peaceful. He could rest. Everything would be easy.

      But when he thought about moving on, something tugged, sharp and warm in his breastbone. There was someone he was forgetting. He sensed the child in his arms. Sensed because he was beyond sight. Wake up, kid, he thought to her. What should we do?

      She did not respond. The weight of her seemed so slight in his arms.

      The tug came again and then a voice. Please, Marius, please! Her voice. She was weeping for him. His hand felt warm. He looked down and could see it, where before his entire body had been washed out as if he were part of the light. He pulled on that hand and felt himself move.

      Counterintuitive as it was to move toward darkness, toward cold, he understood she was there, on the other side of something. She needed him. Her name came to him, and he whispered, “Harlow.”

      Darkness rushed toward him, and then he collided with pain. He was on his back, something heavy and limp in his arms.

      “Oh my goddess! Oh my goddess!” The weight was lifted off him. He was not strong enough to open his eyes.

      “Marius? Marius?” Harlow cried. “He’s hurt. Mountain, he’s burned. His wings are… Mountain! What happened? What is this? I need the healer! She’s fine, can’t you see that!” Harlow was angry. The intensity in her voice made him try harder.

      He opened his eyes to see Maiara leaning over him, the palace healer. She placed a shell around his neck. “Easy. You have been injured but are healing. I am going to roll you onto your side.”

      He winced as hands moved him. Thank the Mountain, she was there, kneeling in front of him, holding his hands. “Harlow,” he rasped again.

      “I’m here.” She kissed his temple. “You’re home. You made it.”

      “Charlie?”

      “She’s fine. Tired, but awake. Uninjured. She has the hearts.” Harlow blinked away tears.

      “Good.”

      Something cool and thick spread across his back and eased his pain, and he closed his eyes.

      “Maiara is putting a salve on your back and your wings. You’re badly… burned.” He understood her confusion. Dragons were typically immune to fire.

      “Celestial,” he said. “Like the goddess’s tears.”

      Her eyes widened. “It’s over now. You’re home. You’re already healing.”

      He did feel better, thank the Mountain. He grunted and sat up, allowing Harlow to help him. He turned to Raven and Gabriel, who were fawning over Charlie like she was made of glass.

      “You okay, kid?”

      Charlie blinked at him, looking far older than her seasons on Ouros. She nodded.

      “Thanks for what you did in there.”

      Raven darted a glance between them. Charlie fidgeted, looking nervous.

      “But we can talk about that later.” Marius gestured toward the satchel. “Raven, we were right. They’re still in there, and they need our help.”

      Raven dug into the satchel and pulled out the two hearts, Killian’s a navy-blue sapphire and Brynhoff’s a dull agate. Each flickered as if a candle burned within it. She glanced toward Nathaniel, who moved to her side. Together, they uttered a series of syllables, raising the power in the room until the hair on his arms stood on end. They thrust it into the jewels.

      The sound of a brisk wind sifted through the room. The lights in the gems went out.

      Raven held the hearts up, inspecting them. “It is done.”

      But Marius could already feel that it was, like a deep ache had finally abated.

      “Marius, your tattoos,” Harlow said.

      He looked down at himself. The symbols were still there, but they’d changed, no longer red and black but now silver, like old scars.

      He closed his eyes and leaned into Harlow’s embrace.
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      Harlow helped Marius to his feet. “I’m going to help him to bed.”

      “Wake me… never. Send food,” Marius said as he hobbled toward the door.

      Maiara raised a hand, a faint blush staining her cheeks. “My advice is to avoid strenuous activity for twenty-four hours.”

      Marius’s lips pressed into the side of Harlow’s head. She looked at him through her lashes. “Guess I’ll have to do all the work,” she drawled, low and sweet into his ear.

      Miracle of miracles, she found out he could walk a lot faster. Relief washed over her when they reached Marius’s chambers. He was healing, but he was weak, and she was worried about his wings. She feared his back and the webbing where they connected to his torso might be permanently scarred. But her deeper worry had to do with what might be happening on the inside. Marius had come a long way from the day they’d officially met. It had been obvious that he’d hated his appearance then. The symbols, the platinum hair. He hadn’t felt like himself. It was why he’d started training again.

      It would crush him if his injuries kept him from the pits. He’d just made the championship league. Would these injuries send him back to square one?

      “What’s bothering you, mate?” He ran his nose along the side of her neck, behind her ear, and planted a kiss in her hair.

      She swallowed. “You were gone more than a day.” She placed her hands on either side of his face and pressed her forehead to his. “I’m exhausted. Is it okay…? Can we sleep together? I mean actually sleep.”

      All she saw in his features was relief. She knew he wanted her, just as she wanted him. But he needed rest. He might not want to admit it, but he needed time to heal as well.

      “Brilliant plan,” he whispered.

      She guided him to the bed and helped him into it. Carefully, she lay beside him, curled on her side, staring at the balcony where twilight again descended on Paragon. She scooched backward until she fit against his chest.

      His breath felt soft on the shell of her ear as he whispered, “I came back for you.”

      “I know. I felt it.” Warmth and pure happiness filled her at his words. “I love you, Marius.”

      His breathing had already evened out. He was fast asleep.
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      Paragon’s dual suns blazed in a bright azure sky when Harlow woke. She slipped out of bed, careful not to wake Marius. He needed his sleep, and she was badly in need of a bath. She tiptoed into the bathroom and filled the tub, pouring in a selection of bubbles from the tray on the counter. The scents were decidedly feminine, and Harlow thought the soap must be common to all the bathrooms in the palace. It was more luxury than she’d experienced in over a year.

      Stripping out of her dress, she sank into the tub and leaned her head back against the rim. The heat suffused her skin. She was surprised when tears poured from the corners of her eyes. But then, she hadn’t allowed herself to cry yesterday. She’d stayed strong for him. Now she could finally let herself go.

      The truth was that this mating had changed her irrevocably. Days ago, if something had happened to Marius, she might have gone on. But after yesterday, she knew that if he hadn’t come back, she would have stopped existing regardless of whether her body was still here or not. She would have never been the same. Maybe she would have died of grief.

      And wasn’t that funny? After centuries of walls, of fortifying her heart and maintaining her independence, she could no longer survive without a man. She closed her eyes. Stupid, crazy, unexpected love. Everything was different now.

      She sank down under the bubbles, scrubbed her face and hair, and then sat back up, smoothing the excess soap from her eyes.

      “Mind if I join you?” Marius stared down at her. He was naked and hard. Unashamedly male. Her gaze scraped over him. All she could think was that giving up a portion of her independence was a small price to pay for this. This man was a god. This man was the sun.

      She gave him a languid, lopsided smile. “Plenty of room.” She pulled her knees to her chest, and he splashed into the space in front of her, facing her.

      “You’re so accommodating.”

      She used the sides of the tub to rise and straddle his hips, bringing her lips close to his. “You ain’t seen nothin’ yet.”

      His lids grew heavy, and he moved in to kiss her. “Hey, you didn’t grunt when you got into the tub. And your wings are withdrawn!”

      He shook his head and raised a brow. “It seems Maiara’s salve worked.”

      “Let me see.”

      He turned in the water. Between the two crescent-shaped markings that indicated where his wings attached to his body, a white, star-shaped scar painted his back. She ran her fingers along it, marveling that all the symbols that were once there were gone. The ones on the rest of his body were still there, although they were lighter now, silvery. Almost as if all their magic had gone, leaving only a lingering impression in its place. She was totally okay with that.

      “Show me your wings,” she whispered.

      He unraveled them, their diamond white whole again, although bearing the same starburst pattern as his back. “How’s it look?”

      “Perfect. There’s a scar… a starburst… but no permanent damage as far as I can tell. It actually looks…”

      “What?”

      “Tough.” She laughed. “You look… unyielding.” She ran her fingers along the space between his wings, and he shivered at her touch.

      Abruptly, he turned in the water and grabbed her hips, pulling her to straddle him again. She gasped as his hard length pressed between her thighs. “Let’s put that theory to the test.”

      She loved that suggestion. Her mouth crashed into his. All the fear, all the love, all the need she’d felt in the past twenty-four hours, all poured into him where their mouths melded. Her mating trill thrummed in her chest. Her hand plunged into the water, wrapped around his cock, and stroked to the base. He moaned.

      Electric sparks tingled through her veins, igniting her body with need. From the tips of her breasts to the tips of her wings, she wanted him. Needed him in her. She raised her hips to slide him in, but he wasn’t having it. He lifted her and set her bottom on the edge of the tub. She had to grip the sides with both hands to keep from slipping over.

      “Not going to rush this,” he murmured against the space between her breasts. His tongue flicked over her right nipple, hard and taut from cool air on wet skin. Desire shot down her torso to her core. She tipped her head back as he laved and sucked at her breast, then bit, just to the point of pain. Goddess, she might come, and he hadn’t even touched her below the waist yet.

      His rough hands shoved against her thighs, spreading her wide. She didn’t resist even though the cold teased her sensitive flesh. His head dipped, and a warm, wet tongue lapped along her folds. She moaned, but she could barely hear it over the deafening thrum of his trill and hers. The music they were creating echoed off the obsidian walls.

      He licked at her slowly, focusing his attention on just the right spot. She was so close to orgasm her teeth hurt, and her inner dragon could barely be contained. Talons extended from her knuckles and scraped the sides of the tub. Her wings extended behind her, trembling. Scales danced along her skin and then disappeared under it.

      “Marius…” Mountain, the way he looked at her—she wasn’t sure who was enjoying this more.

      His tongue dipped inside, and she called out at the intensity. Rhythmically, he sucked and thrust, his trill a heavy vibration against her clit. The orgasm took her hard and fast. She unraveled, giving herself over to the most intense pleasure she’d ever experienced. Wave after wave rolled through her until her arms shook and gave out. He caught her, held her through the aftershocks.

      She hadn’t even come down all the way before he was in her. He thrust his thick shaft inside, wrapped her legs around his hips. The feeling was so intense she wasn’t sure if she’d had another orgasm or if it was the same one growing stronger again. She ran her hands down the corded muscles of his shoulders, dug her fingers into his pale hair.

      His thrusts became wild and feral. She wrapped her arms around his neck and rode his hips, using the opportunity to play with his beautiful white wings. Her breasts rubbed against his chest with every tantalizing thrust. It was all her body could take. She tossed her head back again and cried out at the rush of pleasure.

      Her inner muscles pulsed against him. His own release poured hot and wet into her. The feeling cast her over the edge again. Would she ever come down from this? Orgasm melted into orgasm until her thighs trembled and she started to slide back into the tub.

      Their trills softened.

      Time unraveled as he held her against him, until finally he whispered, “The water’s getting cold.” He helped her from the tub, wrapped a towel around her, and delivered a soft kiss to her nose. She felt full, claimed. Every inch of her… loved.

      “Did you ever think it could be this way?” she asked without thinking. It was such an intimate question, a window into her soul. Considering where he’d been psychologically a year ago, maybe it was insensitive to ask. “I’d hoped for it one day, but I never expected it to actually happen.”

      He moved around her, picked up a brush from the counter, and started running it through her hair, teasing out the tangles. “I knew what mating was. I’d seen it in other couples. But my mother didn’t have it. She was married to Killian. He was her royal consort. But they were never mated. In fact, it was common knowledge that she chose him for his family’s long history of fruitful men. She needed children because Brynhoff had no interest in taking a mate. He had no interest in anything but himself. And one of them needed to reproduce to hold on to the throne. There was no love involved. Ever.”

      “That sounds like a difficult home life.”

      “Honestly, it was easy for me. Because I was the eldest, they were the hardest on me when it came to royal expectations but also coddled me. I had to train harder than any other boy my age, but when it came to public matches, I always won. I always won because there were consequences for those who beat me. The only person to ever do it publicly was Xavier, and Killian punished him severely enough he never tried it again.”

      “By the Mountain.” Harlow understood that people weren’t black or white but shades of gray. His childhood had both been difficult and formed him into the perfect person he was today. His parents, just like hers, were capable of goodness and equally capable of evil. And wasn’t that how all of them were? Every day was about doing your best to keep the darkness at bay.

      “When I was resurrected, I felt sorry for myself. I missed all that I’d lost. And even though I knew I shouldn’t challenge Gabriel for the throne, inside, I felt wronged, robbed of my destiny. Not because Raven and Gabriel ruled, but because I’d died. I’d missed three centuries. I wasn’t special any longer. I wasn’t preordained for greatness. And with all that gone—my looks, my position, my future—I didn’t think I had anything left. I was useless, purposeless.”

      “That’s not true.”

      He brushed her hair from front to back and fanned it out across her shoulders. “You saved me, Harlow. Even before we were mated. The moment you suggested I could try. The moment you saw in me what could be and not what was, was the moment I had hope for myself.” His voice had grown soft. “So, no. I never expected to mate, especially not with someone like you.”

      She turned in his arms, took the brush from his hand, and set it on the counter. “Someone like me?”

      “Goddess, woman, you have to be blind and deaf not to know that every man in the kingdom thinks you’re an incomparable beauty. I’ll never be worthy of you. I was never good enough. I got lucky that by some precious twist of fate, you fell in love with me.”

      She grabbed his face, touched her forehead to his. “Marius, only you would think it was lucky that a girl from the Swilton district, with a blacklisted family and barely two spencies to her name, would be his mate.”

      “Let’s settle on we’re both lucky. Come. I’m starving.” He turned her by the shoulders and guided her from the bathroom.

      “I should probably go. I’m supposed to work at the Silver Sunset tonight.” She reached for her dress.

      “I’m glad Roosevelt followed through.”

      “Hmm?” She looked at him, confused. “What do you mean?”

      “Oh, that’s right. I never had a chance to tell you… Roosevelt told me that it was Adradys who blacklisted you and your family. Said he’d make it difficult for anyone who associated with you. The doormaker’s rich. No one wanted to piss him off, but apparently a little pressure from the palace was enough to make Roosevelt think again.”

      “That bastard!” Harlow had known Marius had helped get her the job, but she had no idea Adradys was behind their difficulty finding work. She’d thought it was simply loyalty to the crown.

      “I was surprised how far Adradys was willing to go out of jealousy.”

      She scoffed. “He’s not a man used to taking no for an answer.” She pulled the dress over her head and had to catch her breath when Marius growled.

      With a hard tug, Marius pulled her chest-to-chest with him. He was hard again and looking at her like he wanted to fuck the memory of Adradys right out of her. She wasn’t opposed to the idea.

      “Thank you for helping me find work and for being the best mate a woman could want.” She brushed her lips against his.

      “There’s one thing you can do to show me how grateful you are.”

      “What?”

      He cradled her jaw in his palm, dusted his thumb across her lip. “Marry me, Harlow. Show the world you’re mine.”
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      Later that day, Harlow burst into her family home, her inner fire glowing bright. She’d never felt more alive or more optimistic about the future. Not even when they were rich and living in Firedrake. Back then, she had her needs met, she hadn’t wanted for anything, but she wasn’t happy. Not like this. Before, she wouldn’t have been able to visualize the contentment she felt at this moment.

      Her father rushed into the room and stopped short. “Oh, thank the Mountain.” He rounded the table and pulled her into his arms. “Your mother and I worried something had happened to you. We haven’t seen you in days.”

      Lemetria appeared from the kitchen. “Praise the Mountain. I hoped you were with…” She eyed Darium as if she wanted badly to tell him what she knew. “That man we spoke about, but I wasn’t sure! I’ve been so worried.”

      “It’s okay, Mom. We can tell Dad now. It is done.”

      “Tell Dad what?” Darium looked between them.

      “I am mated,” Harlow said. “And engaged.”

      “Finally!” her mother said.

      “To whom?” her father added.

      “To Marius.” She beamed and pressed her hands over her heart. “I love him, Daddy. More than anything.”

      “Marius from…?” He gestured vaguely in the direction of the palace.

      Lemetria was practically jumping up and down with excitement beside him.

      Harlow grinned. “That’s the one. He asked me to marry him this morning. We’re going to have a royal wedding.”

      Darium frowned. “Will we be invited? Does he know who we are?”

      Harlow laughed. “Yes, he knows. And yes, you’ll be invited. I had a long talk with the queen. She harbors no ill will against you.”

      “But the blacklist—” He darted a glance toward Lemetria.

      “Was not her doing.” Harlow glared. “It was Adradys. He did it after I refused his proposal.”

      “That bastard,” her parents said in unison.

      “Yes, but it ends now. I won’t use Marius’s position to make things easy for us, but I can’t help but think this wedding will improve our reputation.”

      Lemetria laughed. “It certainly will. I will enjoy seeing our old Firedrake friends eat crow over how they treated us.”

      Her father grew quiet. “There’s something you both should know.” He pointed at the table, looking serious. They both sat down.

      “Why do I think I’m not going to like this?” Harlow asked. “Father, what have you done?”

      “I beg your pardon!” He placed a hand on his chest. “I have done nothing!” He cleared his throat. “But I do know something, and considering the royals are to be family, I think they should know too.”

      Harlow had a bad feeling about this. Her father had that look in his eye, the one he always got when he was up to something shady.

      “I started betting in the pits,” he began, “just as you taught me, Harlow. It was all I could do, considering I couldn’t find work.”

      Harlow nodded. “Did you win?”

      “With your strategy, dear, I did. But my winning attracted the attention of Adradys, and he sat beside me one day. He told me that during the championship, I should place my bets on Dax. Then he said I’d be wise to value his ongoing friendship, considering your behavior, because soon things were going to change, and when that happened, I’d be glad I’d made the right sort of friends.”

      Harlow frowned. “You know, he said something similar to me. Something about that I’d be sorry when things changed.”

      Her father nodded. “After we had that conversation, he stood up and this was on the bench beside me.” He reached into his vest and withdrew a folded piece of parchment.

      “Is that a flyer about the New Order? Someone’s been leaving them in the Silver Sunset.” Harlow took the parchment, hands shaking with her building rage.

      “There can be no question where it came from, Harlow. Adradys left it there for me to find. All that talk at dinner about working to make things how they used to be. He’s behind this New Order. Mark my words.”

      Harlow frowned. “It makes far too much sense. Do you know what he said when I refused his proposal? He said I’d be sorry when things went back to the way they used to be and I was brought to heel.”

      “He did not say that!” Lemetria looked aghast on her behalf.

      “He did. He also laid hands on me. I rather liked handing him his ass.”

      That made her mother smile.

      “So what do we do?” her father asked. “I left him with the impression I might be interested.”

      “Daddy!”

      “I’m not, darling, but you know me. I choose my words carefully and always keep my options open. It’s how I’ve survived these many years.”

      Harlow read the flyer in her hands carefully. “By the Mountain! This one is different. He’s left you a date and time for their meeting. It’s tonight!”

      Her father toyed with the neck of his shirt. “I suppose he trusts me. What reason would I have for favoring Raven and Gabriel?”

      “As long as he doesn’t know about my mating to Marius, there is no reason. Mother, you haven’t told anyone, have you?”

      “Not a soul.”

      “Keep it that way.”

      “But surely there will be a royal announcement!” Lemetria seemed visibly pained to have to keep the secret any longer.

      “I’ll make sure that doesn’t happen.” Adradys had seen her with Marius. He knew they had a connection. But considering he had entrusted her father with this, he must have assumed it was a fleeting fancy. She planned to keep it that way.

      “But why, Harlow?” Lemetria tangled her fingers in her lap, totally put out.

      “Because Dad is going to go to this meeting tonight.” She waved the flyer between them. “He’s going to find out the names of every supporter of the New Order, and he’s going to report back their plans to the king and queen.”

      Her father gasped. “I’m to be a spy, Lemetria!” He preened a bit.

      “I will let the king and queen know what you’re doing. We are going to take this bastard and his entire entourage down.”

      That made her father smile in a way she hadn’t seen since before the war.
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      Marius sat across from Raven at the dining room table, so thankful to be back home he could hardly contain his joy or his hunger. He shoved another piece of bread between his teeth. He’d already eaten enough for a small army, but between his journey into the underworld and the demands of his mate that afternoon, he was ravenous. Now, with the suns having set over Paragon, it seemed he was making up for lost calories while he’d been in the underworld.

      “I’ve asked Gabriel to take Charlie on a picnic on the grounds for dinner to give us time alone to talk.” Raven glanced over at him.

      “Sounds serious.” Marius gave her his full attention. Up until that point, she’d been rather quiet, and he’d wondered when she’d get around to asking him the questions that must be on her mind.

      “Thank you again for what you did. You must know that Gabriel and I understand that you are the reason our daughter is with us today.”

      “I can’t take all the credit. Charlie is more powerful than you know. She played a large part in helping us make it through to the temple.”

      Raven frowned. “About that. She won’t tell me any details. Something happened near the temple—you mentioned it when you first came out—but she won’t talk to me. It’s almost as if she’s ashamed.”

      Marius chewed pensively. The last thing Charlie should have been was ashamed. He didn’t particularly care to break the girl’s confidence, but this truth needed to be shared. Shame was a cancer he would not allow to infect his niece.

      “When we reached the temple, there were beings guarding it. She’s ashamed because those guardians were deadly and evil. They tried to kill us. And there wasn’t anything human or dragon about them. They didn’t seem to think or feel, they just killed.”

      “I don’t understand. Why would she be ashamed about that?”

      “Because the temple guardians looked just like her, Raven. Exactly like her, just larger. And they had her powers. Amped up a thousand times but still the same sort of abilities. Her power is celestial in nature. I’m sure of it. She shielded me from a blast that would have killed anyone who wasn’t a god, goddess, or other celestial being. She shielded against at least four of them.”

      “Celestial.” Raven released a deep breath. “Tell me what they looked like exactly.”

      “Seven feet tall. Platinum waves. White fluffy wings that dragged on the ground. Glowing white robes. They glowed like she does. It produces a halo of light above their heads.”

      “Charlie glows?”

      Marius chuckled. “Like a light bulb. She can turn it on and off.”

      “What else?”

      “The only thing different about Charlie and these guardians was the eyes. Their eyes had no whites. They were black as night but intense, electric, like the blackness gave off its own energy. I’ve never seen anything like it on Ouros. Charlie said she could feel them in her blood and that they were like her but bad. I don’t know how she could tell.”

      Raven wiped a hand over her face. “Thank you for being so forthcoming.”

      He shrugged. “That little girl deserves better than to think she’s related to those things even if there are physical and mystical similarities.”

      The queen held a hand to her forehead for a moment. Marius stopped eating. If anything, she looked more concerned than before.

      “Why do I feel like this isn’t good news for you?”

      Raven smoothed her fingers along the edge of the table. “We have a name on Earth for celestial guardians. They’re called angels, and until now, I didn’t think they were real.”

      “Angels. By the tone of your voice, I’m guessing this isn’t a label you want for your daughter.”

      “It’s not about the label.” She stood and started pacing the dining room. Marius thought she must walk several miles a day just in her pacing. He’d watched the queen pace like this all too often these past weeks. “When she was born, I thought she looked like an angel. Everyone did. But I knew she was Gabriel’s and mine. She is half dragon and half witch. A hybrid.”

      “Nothing wrong with that,” Marius said.

      “Thing is, when I was researching your symbols, I came across some ancient texts, and I was able to put some things together with Penelope’s help. You see, she gave me access to some of Darnuith’s sacred texts.”

      “What sorts of things?”

      “Charlie isn’t the first of her kind. Witches and dragons have mated and reproduced before, and their progeny are what we on Earth call angels. You’ve confirmed for me what I’ve suspected. Charlie is not witch or dragon. She will never shift. She will never cast spells like her mother. Her powers are celestial, of the gods. Zeus’s lightning flows through her blood.”

      “She is extremely powerful.” Marius paused, his brows knitting. “Wait, if there have been ones like her before, where are they now?”

      Raven folded her arms as if he’d just now caught up with where she’d been the entire time. “It appears they are guarding temples in the underworld and likely those on Olympus as well. I only know as much from you, though. Their existence disappears from the books some hundred thousand years ago. It seems my daughter’s existence in the here and now is unique.”

      Marius leaned back in his chair and studied the queen. He wasn’t the type of man to tell someone how they should feel. In general, he lived by the law of live and let live. He’d been a selfish little prick during his first life, and then he’d been nothing, and now he was a mated warrior. These immortal lives they led wove together. They bent and braided into one another in ways none of them would suspect. Not even Dianthe with her second sight had seen his resurrection.

      “So what?” he mumbled.

      “Excuse me?” Raven’s eyebrows rose.

      “Charlie is one of a kind. She’s an angel. So what?”

      The queen’s mouth dropped open. “I would think it was obvious, Marius! How am I supposed to raise her when I don’t know anything about what she is? How fast will she age? How tall will she grow? Will she ever have children of her own? Will someone come and try to take her someday to wherever the rest of the angels went?”

      Marius crossed his arms. “So. What.” He shook his head slowly. “All of us travel the road of life blind to some extent. This mountain, this family, we like to think we have a preordained future because of our roles here, but I’m living proof that everything we know to be true can change in an instant. Immortal we may be, but we aren’t guaranteed tomorrow. We wake up and study the road. We think we can see all its twists and turns, but once we start moving, they change. Every decision, every relationship, changes the path. Charlie is one of a kind. You’ll have to take things day by day with her. How is that different from where we’ve all been before in this family?”

      “I wanted it to be different!” Raven tossed her hands up and then covered her face with them. When she lowered them again, her eyes were red. “Ever since the day I met Gabriel, I’ve been navigating a sea of uncertainty. Would Crimson kill me? Would the baby in my womb survive? Would she be a monster? Would Eleanor kill us all? I wanted better for Charlie. I wanted her to have a more peaceful life.”

      “She does have a peaceful life because she’s loved. She knows she’s loved. That’s more than a lot of people can say. What she doesn’t have is a life without challenges. Then again, one could argue that a life without challenges is hardly a life.”

      The two stared at each other as the night stretched on between them. He continued eating.

      Finally, Raven huffed out a deep breath. “Mating agrees with you, Marius. My goddess, you’ve become wise. I’m glad we had this talk. You’ve given me something to think about.”

      He finished what was in his mouth and bowed his head. “Happy to be of service.”

      A knock came on the door. “Who could that be this late?” Raven called out for the person to enter.

      A guard ushered in Harlow and her parents, Darium and Lemetria.

      “Harlow,” Marius said, “I didn’t think your parents would be joining us. I would have waited to eat if—”

      Harlow raised her hand and turned toward Raven. “My father has learned more about the New Order.”

      Her father nodded vigorously beside her. “I’ve learned who’s involved and where they’re going to strike,” Darium said. “And the best part is, we can stop them. Only, we’ll have to act fast.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Three weeks later…

      Harlow stared down at the pit where Marius was dealing a match-ending blow to his competitor and found it difficult to hide her smile. He’d risen through the ranks with little effort. She’d like to think she had something to do with that.

      “Looks like we’ve attracted some attention,” her father whispered at her side. He offered her his bag of crispy fried wimble skins. She popped one into her mouth and looked toward the aisle. Sure enough, Adradys was making his way toward them.

      “Darium, I’m so glad you’ve come to support the new champion.” He stared down his nose at Harlow. “And it seems you’ve brought your daughter as well. Maybe she’ll learn something today.”

      Fucking bastard. “Always interested in the pursuit of knowledge,” she said, fluttering her lashes. Goddess, he made her want to vomit. “Perhaps you could tutor me on a thing or two after the match.”

      He glared at her with violent sexual need. “I could teach you many things, Harlow, if you are willing to learn.”

      Harlow swallowed down the bile rising in her throat and gave him a sweet smile.

      “At least you came to your senses about Marius,” Adradys murmured. “I’m relieved you saw the light.”

      Her father interrupted the exchange by clearing his throat and gave Adradys a smile so authentic Harlow might have believed it if she hadn’t known the truth. “Well, I am certainly happy to be here today,” he said. “After all your hard work, Adradys, you’re finally going to get what you deserve.”

      Adradys crossed his legs and checked his pocket watch. “Yes. Everything is in place. Although Marius is an unexpected surprise. Who would have guessed he actually had any talent for the sport?”

      “I did,” Harlow mumbled.

      “What’s that?” Adradys asked, leaning across her father to hear her better.

      “I said, I don’t know. It’s very unexpected,” she filled in at a louder volume. In the pit, Marius finished his match and was declared the winner once again. “And look at that! It appears he will advance to the championship round.”

      Adradys narrowed his eyes on Darium. “You did deliver the elixir to him as you promised?”

      Her father lied as smooth as silk. “Oh yes. Before the first of today’s matches. Watched him drink it down myself. He thought it was a gift from that fire-breather from the Silver Sunset.”

      “It’s certainly taking its time to kick in,” Adradys muttered.

      “Where did you have it made?”

      “The witch who runs Aborella’s old apothecary. He thought it was for me. Trouble sleeping, you understand.”

      “Brilliant ruse.” Darium jiggled the bag of crisps in his hand.

      “I’ve used him for a number of things. He never asks questions, but his magic can be temperamental.”

      “Perhaps it takes some time to work. If it was meant for you, he’d have been careful with the dosage.”

      “Hmmm. Yes. But I tripled it.”

      “In any case, I bet it is only a matter of time for it to kick in. I suspect this will be an easy win for Dax.”

      “Let’s hope so. Our plan hinges on it.”

      The matchkeeper announced the championship match, and Marius and Dax entered the pit. They both bowed to the king and queen, who sat in the palace box with Charlie in the seat behind and between them. Harlow thought they were an attractive sight, all dressed in matching emerald green.

      Raven held up the championship cape, embroidered with a dragon under a crown of stars. It would be awarded to the winner of this match, presented by the queen herself, who would wrap it around the champion’s shoulders.

      The fighters took their marks. Marius wavered on his feet.

      “Ah, it appears you were right, Darium. The elixir seems to be taking effect.”

      Harlow slanted the man a shallow smile. “And there goes the flag.”

      Even Harlow was surprised at the brutality with which Dax collided with Marius. There was no mercy in the exchange of blows until, with one punch that wasn’t nearly enough to rattle Marius, Dax caused her mate to stagger back and collapse. He stayed down to the count of ten.

      Harlow swallowed, her stomach tightening at the sight of Marius as still as death on those pebbles. But she remained outwardly impassive as Dax’s arm was raised and he was then escorted toward the platform beside the royal box.

      Queen Raven stood, the champion’s cape in her hands. She strode toward the platform, the epitome of grace and aplomb.

      Beside her father, Adradys grinned like he was about to receive the cape himself. He glanced at his watch again. “Right on schedule,” he murmured.

      Around the arena, his supporters readied themselves, their hands going to the weapons they’d smuggled in inside their boots.

      The song of crowning began to play, and a fog of purple smoke licked the platform. Dax took his place at the center. The look of pride on his face turned Harlow’s stomach. Raven stepped toward him, the cape offered with both hands in front of her.

      In one movement, Dax drew a blade from his boot and swung it toward her neck. His aim was true, and if that dagger had met its mark, the queen would be dead. Harlow watched it bounce harmlessly off an invisible barrier. Thanks to the symbols sewn into the cape Raven was holding and Nathaniel’s spell circling Dax’s ankles, the brute was frozen in place.

      Adradys and his supporters were already on their feet. The plan had been to storm the contingent of guards once Raven’s head rolled. But Raven was very much alive. And the number of soldiers in the stadium had tripled in the blink of an eye.

      Next to her father, Adradys glanced at the two soldiers who had silently appeared behind him and were holding silver rods toward his sides. “What is the meaning of this?”

      One of the guards grabbed his arms and cuffed him. “Adradys, you are under arrest for treason. We are escorting you to the dungeon by order of King Gabriel.”

      Colin appeared in the aisle and gestured with his hand. The guardsman wrestled Adradys toward him.

      All around the stadium, guardsmen, some in uniforms and some in plain clothing, were arresting New Order supporters, fishing out the weapons hidden in a panel of their boots exactly where her father had indicated. The arrests were swift. Already a dozen men and a handful of women were being hauled toward the doors along with Dax, who’d been tranquilized with Nathaniel’s smoke.

      Harlow leaned back in her chair to get a better look. The shock on Adradys’s face as he was ushered up the aisle was pure gold.

      “What are you doing? Do you know who I am?” he protested to the guards.

      She laughed. “I do enjoy learning new things,” Harlow called to him. “And today, you have taught me something. I learned that I was right, and my father is definitely smarter than you.”

      Adradys shot a look of disbelief in Darium’s direction.

      “Enjoy Paragon’s brand new dungeon, Adradys,” her father said with a smile. “I know that you’ll make the best of it. You always do.”

      Harlow leaned her head against her father’s shoulder as Adradys and every single one of his supporters were ushered from the arena. Below them, Marius had gotten to his feet and was brushing the pebbles off his fighting uniform. It had all been a ruse. Her father had never drugged him, and Dax’s hit was not enough to knock him out. Now he turned and bowed to the royal family.

      Queen Raven returned to the awards platform and raised her wand to amplify her voice. “It gives me no pleasure to tell you that the men and women who were escorted from the arena moments ago were part of a failed assassination attempt. Dax planned to kill me and then Gabriel, leaving Paragon without a ruler. The New Order didn’t want a ruler; they wanted a tyrant. Their intent was to replace us with someone more like Eleanor.”

      A gasp rose up from the crowd. People cried out their support of Raven and Gabriel.

      “They might have succeeded if not for the kindness and bravery of Darium and Lemetria. Darium learned of the nefarious plans of the New Order and shared them with the king and me, giving us time to enact a plan to counter them. Please join me in thanking Darium and Lemetria for their role in the protection of Paragon.”

      Her mother and father stood and bowed as the stadium clapped along with Raven.

      When the applause finally died down, Raven gestured to Marius. “Marius agreed to throw this match so that Dax’s murderous ways could be outed publicly. I am pleased to give you your true and rightful champion, Marius!”
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      Two cycles later…

      “I still can’t believe you won the championship,” Colin whispered. “The last time we trained together, I thought you had a bright future as towel boy.”

      Marius smirked. “It doesn’t feel quite right considering Dax was disqualified.”

      “Vilt fodder. There’s no longer any law or suggestion that anyone should let you win. On the contrary, most of those guys wanted to kill you.” Colin adjusted the strange clothing he was wearing. “You won fair and square. Besides, you’d already proved you could beat Dax when you faced him in trials.”

      “Fine, I deserved to win.” Marius folded his hands in front of his hips.

      “And now you have a lifetime to thank the woman who taught you how to fight.” Colin jutted his chin toward the aisle and the empty space where they’d been told Harlow would appear.

      After winning the championship, Marius had announced his mating and engagement to Harlow. Everything changed the second it went public. Based on their service to the crown, her parents were reinstated as the official doormakers of Paragon and soon moved back into the Firedrake district. But Harlow had never once slept under their new roof. She was his and now shared his chambers in the palace.

      Not that the relationship had curbed her independence one bit. She continued to work, although she’d left her job at the Silver Sunset to take a role offered by the queen herself —community outreach ambassador. She’d been charged with improving conditions in the poorest areas of the kingdom, a role she took on passionately.

      Queen Raven had helped them plan an Earth-style wedding, an exotic affair where he could fulfill his promise to Charlie to allow her to be a flower girl. The oreads had set up row after row of white folding chairs in the garden. It seemed like every dragon in the kingdom was there, surrounded by the most beautiful blooms in all of Ouros.

      In the first row, the entire Treasure of Paragon, aside from Colin, who was serving as his best man, and Avery, who was Harlow’s matron of honor, sat with their mates. Tobias and Sabrina, Rowan and Nick, and Nathaniel and Clarissa had returned from Earth for the affair. Sylas and Dianthe, along with the three fairy children they’d recently adopted as their own, had traveled from Everfield as well. Leena sat in the front row, scrawling everything that was happening on a roll of parchment.

      The music started to play, and Charlie, dressed in a white dress with a red sash, walked slowly toward him, sprinkling red flower petals as she did.

      When she reached him and turned, he whispered, “The most beautiful flower girl ever.”

      Her eyes twinkled with her smile before she continued on and took a seat next to the king and queen.

      Then Harlow appeared at the head of the aisle.

      Marius had trouble staying upright. He’d seen Harlow every day for months. They shared a bed. But seeing her in the red ball gown she’d selected for the occasion, her gold wings sparkling in the sun… Her beauty was almost blinding.

      “Breathe,” Colin said, elbowing him in the side.

      He parted his lips and took a hungry gulp of air. She was his equal, his perfect partner. Funny that saving Charlie had been something he’d done for the child and her parents. He’d done it out of love. But what he’d received in return was all his. He felt at home in his own skin for the first time since his resurrection.

      He was brave. Selfless. A champion. And he was worthy of this woman.

      She was beautiful. Cunning. And loyal. And she was everything he’d ever wanted.

      When she finally reached him, he took her hand in his own and followed the strange, elaborate ceremony. It was a human-style wedding with candles and singing to the goddess of the mountain. As they exchanged their vows, the wind picked up and sent white petals drifting through the air, showering them in soft, fragrant blooms.

      Pronounced man and wife, dragon and mate, he pulled her into his arms and kissed her like there was no tomorrow to the applause of their guests. A banquet followed, and something called a wedding cake that Harlow enjoyed but was too sweet for him.

      Later, when they were enjoying a drink at the bar and watching Raven twirl Charlie around by her arms on the dance floor, Harlow glanced up at him. “I never thought I’d be this happy.”

      He gave his head a firm shake. “Never. A kingdom at peace, a beautiful mate. Not even when I thought I would be king.”

      “For centuries, we all feared her… the idea of her…” She pointed her chin at Charlie. “And she was the answer, the key to a better Paragon.”

      He snorted. “I guess that’s true.”

      “So I suppose if one little girl can bring such joy to the kingdom, another child can only bring more.”

      Marius’s brows squeezed together as he tried to think which of his siblings would be having a whelp. Sylas and Dianthe had adopted three children weeks ago, but he hadn’t heard them speak of taking in more. It was rare for dragons who’d mated outside their species to have children. Charlie was the only one he knew of, and none of his siblings had mated dragons except… He did a double take when he saw Harlow’s impish grin.

      “You’re…”

      “Yes.” She ran a hand over the subtle mound of her belly. “Don’t look so surprised, Marius. We are two dragons who’ve made good practice at all manner of mating.”

      There wasn’t room for all the joy he felt in his diamond heart in that moment. He swept her into his arms and spun her around, thanking the Mountain for every blessing and the life that was to come.

      And that night, when they returned to their chambers, they found a gift from her mother and father. Darium had created a custom door with swirls of diamond and amethyst at its center and all of the jewels representing their families branching out straight to the edges of the heavy, gold-encrusted wood. To his delight, there was space left near their stones in the pattern. Plenty of space. He placed a hand on Harlow’s belly and hoped one day to populate every square inch.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Perched above the palace, Aitna, goddess of the mountain, watched the festivities below and smiled. Although the ceremony was strange, all the fanfare was done in her honor, and she found it quite pleasing. Her creation brought her such joy. And she could feel the love wash over her in waves.

      “Do you think he knows?” her cousin Circe asked from beside her. She sipped from her goblet, her hair wild around her head. Her hair was always wild. As wild as her soul.

      “Zeus?” Aitna laughed. “What would he care? I have been no concern of his since the beginning of the beginning.”

      “His loss,” Circe said. “He has never known love. Never been part of creating it.”

      Aitna clinked her glass against her cousin’s. “Not like us. We created creatures who are masters of it.”

      Zeus had once been her lover, but even when they were together, he never brought her the joy she was experiencing now. Her island home was her greatest pleasure, and the work of her hand, the dragons she’d cut from the fabric of the universe, made into their soma forms by Circe, had proven a worthy project. The sounds of laughter floated up to her. Her name, spoken in gratitude, fell from the lips of many. They adored her, and she was utterly content.

      “What about the girl? Do you think they will come for her?”

      She focused on the child, the angel. A guardian she was, but her mother needn’t worry. Aitna had heard her prayers and would not allow anyone to harm her. Her wings would guard only this mountain. Her heart would know only peace.

      “As long as I have power over this mountain, they will not.”

      Circe nodded. “Zeus still protects Ouros. They may never know what she is. They may never know she exists.”

      “I plan to keep it that way.” Aitna’s dress, made of liquid fire, sizzled with her energy.

      “You have much to be proud of, Aitna, and I am happy for you.” Circe stood. “I should get back to my prison.”

      “You know you are always welcome here. The angel isn’t the only thing I can hide.”

      “You are, as always, the kindest heart.”

      Aitna bowed her head, and Circe was gone.

      The goddess returned her gaze to the family dancing in the garden at the base of her mountain. They were her bounty, her ultimate prize, her treasure. And in the shelter of her protection forevermore, they’d shine.
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