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            Blaire - Six months after the birth of Heidi

          

        

      

    

    
      Power pulsed around Beastly. Any supernatural within a fifteen-mile radius would know this place. My magic rose in response, but I pushed it down and forced myself to take a breath. There were only a few people who knew who and what I was, and I wouldn’t risk anyone else finding out just because I let myself slip.

      The door to Beastly opened of its own volition, and I stepped inside. I’d been here multiple times before, but every time I entered this place it felt like coming home. Except, of course, when Scott Henderson was on duty.

      That guy was a total dick.

      My gaze swept the lower level only to land on said dick. His back was turned to me so I stole a moment and drank him in. He might be an asshole, but he was a beautiful asshole. Powerful muscles played in his back as he reached up to grab a bottle of something. His raven’s wing colored hair, a touch too long, curled against his collar. I couldn’t see his eyes, but I knew the color of them like I knew my own. I’d never admit it to him, but his eyes were the best eyes I’d ever seen in my life.

      They were a silvery gray, a dove gray like a soft couch blanket you curled up with every night. When he was happy, they looked like quiksilver. When he was angry, they looked like steel. And when he looked at me, they were a mixture of both. I had yet to decipher what that meant.

      I looked away from him a second before he turned. The dark magic inside of me curled up like a satisfied cat. For whatever reason, it liked him. Too much, maybe.

      Every time I got around him, which was too often in my opinion, my magic unfurled like a rose, It made me feel soft inside, limpid. I wanted to stay away, but my best friend Molly had just had the most adorable little baby in the world - Heidi. She was silver-haired and noisy, and she was the light of her parents’ life. I loved the baby with surprising ferocity, and I stayed around mostly to make sure she and my best friend would be safe. I had to put up with Scott, but I did a pretty good job of avoiding him.

      He didn’t like me. I wasn’t a hundred percent sure why. I knew it had something to do with me being a witch. If he only knew the full truth. I wasn’t just a witch.

      I mean, I was one. But I was the witch.

      I was solely responsible for every single black magic witch in the United States. This was not something anyone advertised. There was no internet website announcing our presence or back door dark web group chat. Witches were … a little different. There are two types of witches: white and black.

      If you were a white witch, the most magic you did was lighting a birthday candle with your mind. Everything else revolved around nurturing the earth.

      If you were a black witch, you could do just about anything provided you were willing to pay the cost of it. Magic never came without a price. For me, I paid it in smut on my soul. It was one of those things where I owed a debt and that debt wouldn't be paid until I died. The rest of the black witches paid with another life - animal in nature. I’d banned human sacrifice long ago and didn’t hesitate to enforce that law when I needed to.

      I always disliked worrying about the future when it came to my payment. Other people paid for it in different ways. It wasn't up to me to decide. I just knew when my life ended, my ass would be dragged to hell and I'd be serving some horned demon. I didn't know who, nor did I particularly care to. It was what it was, so I tried to make do with what I had. Or at least, this was what my mother told me the first time she saw the darkness on my aura. I had no other way to find out, so I put the worry aside for as long as I could.

      Fortunately, witches are very long-lived. I had a while before I needed to start worrying about what came next.

      I was the most powerful witch in the entire United States, potentially the world, and only a few people knew it. Molly was one of those few. Theo, her husband, by extension, and I suspected Scott knew as well.

      He saw too much, that dragon. It was yet another thing I didn't like about him.

      We'd worked together a few years ago when Molly and Theo ran into some trouble. My best friend was beautiful and sweet on the outside but on the inside?

      She was fucking terrifying. Molly was a Hamrammr, a legendary beast driven by rage. Most people never had the misfortune to see her beast rise, but I, and all of the dragons here, had been unfortunate. Theo, her mate, was a good guy and he'd saved her. Or she'd saved him.

      I really had no idea because every time I looked at Molly back then, she almost made me pee myself. I didn't care who saved who as long as she was saved.

      She'd come to me for help back then. Molly wanted to throw Theo off of her scent trail. By that time, she'd known they were mates, but she was still hiding her secret from him. I'd helped her and because I was having so much fun, I stayed to help some more.

      We'd almost all gotten killed in the process. Almost being the keyword there. I hadn't had so much fun since then, but now there was a baby in the mix, so things were picking up again.

      Scott's cool gaze lingered on my face. I tried to keep my heartbeat still and my face expressionless. He didn't need to know how he affected me. Dragons could sense high emotions. They could pick up heartbeats and tell when someone was lying. Or at least he could.

      I didn't know what kind of dragon he was, though I had my suspicions. I'd never seen the man without something glittery or shiny in his hand. I suspected if he thought he could get away with it, he'd perch his tight ass on top of a pile of treasure and swim through it like Scrooge McDuck, spitting coins from between his straight, white teeth. A smile quirked my lips at the thought of it, and my heartbeat spiked when I sensed Scott's interest. He wondered what I was thinking about.

      I turned to face him and let my thoughts show on my face. Scott responded by straightening and baring his teeth in a frightening grin.

      I wasn't afraid of him. I'd showered with more frightening things than him. I let the power I always kept carefully banked flare in my eyes. Scott blinked and his expression turned wary.

      That's right, little dragon. Be afraid.

      I quirked one of my eyebrows at him and turned to find my friend. I liked playing with Scott, but I didn't want to spend too much time with him. I was afraid of what might happen if I did.

      Molly would be upset if I broke one of her dragons.
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      Blaire Adkins looked like the leading lady in a small-town rom-com, but held the power of a nuclear bomb. I could sense it in her, a quietly coiled serpent of power, just waiting to be released. To be honest, it scared the hell out of me.

      But, if I were being completely honest, it also thrilled me. We got a lot of women in Beastly. A lot of beautiful women. I could have my fill of any of them, but me and the other guys have said from day one we had to keep it professional. We never got involved with patrons of the bar. Molly, Theo's wife, was an exception, simply because the only time she'd come to Beastly was to seek help.

      Blaire was an entirely different animal. She wasn't here for any of us, she was here for Molly and Heidi. Who'd have ever thought the leader of a deadly black magic faction would like babies.

      She was a contradiction, a study in opposites. Long blond hair curled in princess ringlets all the way to her waist. If I had to describe her as anything, it would have been a fae princess. I didn't know if the fae were real, but I could sprout wings and had an almost sexual relationship with shiny things, so I believed in just about anything. We hadn't seen one in our bar, but it didn't mean it couldn't happen.

      Her features were angular and delicate. Her cheekbones were sharp and her eyes were huge in her elfin face. They were blue today.

      We both knew that was bullshit. For some reason, I could see right through the blue contacts she wore and right to the brilliant violet of her real eyes. I knew she wore the contacts to keep from having to answer questions, but I much preferred the natural color. They spoke more about Blaire than anything concerning her appearance. I knew how much power she had. Or I thought I did, at least. I'd seen her expend quite a lot of it a few years ago when Molly and Theo were in trouble.

      Molly told me I didn't know shit and that if I were smart, I'd stay far away from Blaire Adkins. She claimed it was in my best interests, but the dragon living inside of me wanted to get to know Blaire a lot more than I did. I'd repeatedly slapped my dragon on the nose for that thought process. That way lies madness and unspeakable danger. I wasn't a guy who liked danger all that much.

      I mean, sure, I didn't run from it, but if I had to choose between sitting behind the bar and slinging whiskey, or running from terrifying creatures out to eat me, I'd choose the whiskey any day. I liked comfort. I liked shiny things.

      Goddammit. I liked Blaire Adkins.

      I watched her walk away and I thought she was too thin.

      My dragon didn't give a shit about that, either. The beast living inside me showed me a picture of it pushing a raw steak across the dinner table at her.

      I don't think a lack of eating is the reason she's thin, I said to the beast. Whether my brothers talked to their dragons was unknown. I never asked for fear they might think I was losing it.

      It happened sometimes. Dragons getting too old and tired to want to go on. They'd start slipping. Losing control of their beasts. Killing indiscriminately.

      For me ... us ... it was different. He'd always been inside of my head. Most of our conversations involved images on his part. He wasn't much of a talker, though if he had something important to say, he'd say it eventually. I think it pissed him off, though. Sometimes he thought I was a dumb ass. I usually agreed with him.

      I turned the crystal tumbler in my hand around and around as I watched her slender figure disappear around the corner. Molly and Theo occupied a table up by the stage. Heidi bounced happily on their laps, her silver hair swaying in time with the acoustic guitar music.

      Ever since the Hamrammr had gotten here, we'd had better music. None of that electronica bullshit Tanner and Cal liked so much.

      The thought of Cal, our other dragon brother, made me sober. We hadn't seen him since he'd channeled the gods to save Molly's life. I had to admit. I was a little pissed off by that. They chose not to show their faces for almost the entirety of our existence. They took away our mates and our way to procreate, and then all of a sudden, they show up, fuck up our friend, and then make him disappear?

      A sigh escaped me. I went out once a week and searched for him. I'd found only a small red scale on the ground outside of Beastly eight months after he'd disappeared. So he'd come back to us. Briefly. I vowed to never stop looking for him.

      There hadn't been another sign of the gods since his disappearance. That pissed me off, too. What about the rest of us? Tanner was still here, mateless. I was still here, mateless as well.

      Not mateless, my dragon said.

      Oh, now you speak? I snapped mentally. He'd been awfully perky when my brothers told me Blaire was my mate. I told them all to fuck off. There was no way that was happening. Yes, I was drawn to her - my dragon even more so, but I would not be mated to a black magic witch. Blaire Adkins was trouble waiting to happen.

      I stayed out of trouble.

      Even if that trouble had haunting purple eyes and a face I couldn't get out of my head.

      Tanner sidled up to the bar and snagged the open stool the patrons knew not to occupy. There was always one open table and one open stool saved for the dragons. We didn't mean for that to become a tradition, but Cal came into work one night real pissed off and tossed a werewolf clean across the room when he wouldn't get out of his seat and let Cal have it.

      We'd never seen the wolf again, but from that moment on, there was always at least one vacant. People here knew we were the boss. There wasn't a whole lot of trouble from the supernaturals here, mostly because it was the only place they could go without getting involved in a bunch of supe politics. Here they could dance, drink, and flirt their beastly little hearts out.

      "So," Tanner began.

      "Don't start," I growled. He was convinced Blaire and I were mates. "There's no mating bond. There will never be one. As far as I'm concerned, I'm a dog and she's a flea infestation. That's all it will ever be." Tanner had green eyes - darker than mine, a little harder. We'd all seen things before, but Tanner might have seen more than any of us.

      He spread his hands out in surrender. "I'm not saying anything." His eyes twinkled. "But if she is your mate, you've missed out on two and a half blissful years."

      I threw the towel at him. "Go. Away."

      Tanner pulled it off his face. "Pull me a craft stout first," he said, laughing. "And one for Molly." He shuddered in mock fear. "She's finally weaned Heidi and can drink again. Molly's a right beast when there's no beer around."

      I smiled as I pulled the two beers. "Heidi can't be easy to raise." We didn't know exactly what she was yet, but she had the silver hair marking her as a Hamrammr. But ... there were some things about her that didn't quite add up. She was too young for swimming lessons and during one particularly terrifying trip, Heidi fell into the river due to her rampant curiosity. Theo pulled her out within seconds, but she'd manage to grow a pair of gills during that time.

      All of us about shit our pants when that happened because what the hell? We could send her to school with silver hair and claim she had eclectic parents. We couldn't send a kid to school with gills flapping on the side of her neck.

      Fortunately, they'd disappeared within seconds of being out of the water, but Theo was shaken. He was a water dragon and he did not have gills. Or ... not like those. Molly was more laid back about her daughter's heritage. She was of the opinion that whatever she was, she'd love her anyway. Theo was the same, but he was a little more hesitant about things. He knew baby dragons could wreak havoc when they were young. Who knew what a Hamrammr dragon mix would do?

      I pushed the beers over to Tanner and looked over to Theo's table. Blaire's long blond hair fell over the back of the chair. She faced away from me now. I could breathe a little easier. It was only when she stared at me full on that I felt out of breath. Nothing like that had ever happened to me, but there was something dominant about her. I didn't even like admitting it. Dragons were the most dominant species out there.

      These days, though, it felt like we were getting hammered over the head with ridiculously tough females. Molly turned into a world-devouring beast. Blair Adkins had the magic of Hell at her fingertips.

      I snorted. Dragons didn't really believe in Hell, or not in the same way people of these lands did, but Blaire seemed adamant there was a place below us where people burned for eternity.

      From the look in her eyes, she believed it would be her final resting place.

      I turned back to cleaning the glasses and when I finished that, I wiped down the bar. The music was a mix of banjo, drums, and acoustic guitar. It was the first Indie folk band we'd ever booked, and I had to admit, I liked it. The music was soothing and the lead singer was pretty easy on the eyes. We'd locked gazes several times since she'd started playing.

      She was nothing like Blaire which made me happy. Her hair was short and dark, stuck up in adorable spikes on the top of her head. She wore a pair of ripped jeans and a white tank top with untied combat boots. Her eyes were a piercing blue and she had a nose ring.

      She was the kind of girl you took home for a night and both of you walked away happy because you understood each other. And ... according to the Beastly rules, she was fair game. I couldn't tell this far away what species she was, but she was something other. She had to be to bypass the security we had in this place.

      We locked eyes again and her lips curled up as she sang the last of the tune. She gave me a little wink, and I knew it would be a slam dunk if I went over to talk to her when she finished up.

      Blaire's blonde curls swayed in the corner of my eye, and I resolved not to think about her. She hadn't even come over to say hello. Why should I bother worrying about what she thought?

      I shook my head and walked over to refill the ice. The bar was scheduled to close in less than an hour, so the singer would be finished in just a few minutes. I had to decide what I was going to do before I lost my opportunity.

      I'd just shut the lid to the ice machine and put the bucket back when Molly came over.

      "Hey, Scott," she said cheerily as she lifted a hand in greeting. She held Heidi, a chubby adorable drooling thing with silvery hair and icy blue eyes. Heidi raised her dimpled fist and waved it at me.

      "Hey Mol." I liked Theo’s mate a lot, even though I would always be a little wary of her knowing what she could turn into if I made her mad. I reached over to tweak Heidi on the nose and she awarded me with a burbled giggle.

      My lips twitched with amusement. It was hard to stay annoyed with a baby around.

      "How about the singer?" Molly said, her gaze drifting back up to the stage.

      "She’s pretty good," I admitted. "I was surprised Theo consented to having Indie folk at the bar."

      "Better than that electronica shit Tanner puts together," she muttered.

      I had to laugh. She was right. Tanner's mixes were like repeatedly scratching a record and throwing a dying opossum on top of it. But people seemed to like it, so we'd stuck with it. I was glad they were trying new things, though. The worst thing that could happen to a place like this was for it to go stale or become irrelevant. We were constantly switching things up.

      I felt her rather than saw her seconds before her face appeared in my field of vision.

      Blaire.

      "You should try trivia night," the witch suggested as she grabbed the stool next to her. She reached out for Heidi and the baby let out a grunt as she reached for the witch. The primal part of me that wanted children tightened at the maternal side of Blaire. The other part of me knew how dangerous she was and itched to snatch Heidi away from her.

      I watched as she nuzzled noses with the little girl. "Who's the cutest baby?" she cooed much to Heidi's delight.

      "Trivia is for nerds," I retorted, discombobulated at how cute she looked as she held the baby.

      "Said the guy who has no idea what a whale penis is called," Blaire snapped back.

      I blinked. "It's called a dork," I said after a moment’s thought.

      One of her pale eyebrows rose. "Point to the dragon," Blaire said. "Now who's the nerd?"

      Hooked and caught. An annoyed sigh escaped me. "We don't really have a good setup for trivia."

      Blaire rolled her eyes. "You have a stage, microphones, speakers, and tables. Now you just need someone to run it."

      Molly's eyes flared silver and she gave me a devious look. "You can do it!" she said to Blaire.

      That would mean working with me considering I was the guy who handled the calendar. I held up a hand. “Sorry. We’re booked out for the next year.”

      Molly rolled her eyes at me. She knew I wasn’t a huge fan of Blaire, and she’d repeatedly tried to convince me of her merits. As far as I was concerned, there wasn’t much meritorious about black magic, even if she had saved my bacon a time or two. I just didn’t like witches. I wasn’t as bad as Cal about it. Cal would kill a witch on sight if we’d let him. All of us thought that was pretty weird considering he was probably descended from one.

      None of us knew a single dragon with prophecy powers except for Cal. Also, channeling the gods? None of us could do it. Or they hadn’t chosen us. I didn’t know. All I knew was I missed my friend and every time I thought about witches, I thought about him. He would be pissed that he’d managed to get himself tangled up in a bunch of magic bullshit.

      Dragons had magic, but it wasn’t in the form of spells. It’s inherent to who we are. We could cloak, speak to each other telepathically, fly, and a bunch of other cool things we’d rather not talk about. Different types of dragons could do different things. I was a gem dragon and didn’t get any cool fire-breathing or water powers. But I could slice a diamond right in half if I wanted to and that was pretty damn cool. There were no crystals, gemstones, or things in the earth able to stand against me. I could crush it with merely a thought. I didn’t, though, because things in the earth tended to be pretty and shiny when polished, and I liked to collect those things.

      However, I could if I wanted to. And wasn’t that what was important?

      “You guys never have anything on Wednesdays,” Molly wheedled. “You could slide it in on that day.”

      “We’d have to have someone set it all up. There would have to be an announcer, prizes, teams, all of that stuff I don’t have time for.” I wiped at a spot I knew wouldn’t come off just to keep my hands busy. I didn’t like it when Blaire was around. She made me fidgety.

      Molly’s brow furrowed. “That’s why Blaire is here,” she said slowly, as if I were dumb.

      Blaire’s violet gaze pierced me and the right side of her lip curled up in amusement. “He doesn’t want to work with me,” she said as she bounced Heidi on her knee.

      Molly’s eyes sharpened and I stopped myself from withering under her gaze. “Excuse me?” she asked. “And why is that?”

      I took a step back and held my hands up. “I never said that.”

      “He doesn’t like witches,” Blaire murmured. Her eyes glowed. “I wonder why that is. Did one of us do something to you?” Her lips pursed. “Perhaps not call you back after a date?” She sighed. “So sensitive, these dragons,” she said and clucked her tongue.

      A growl started slow and low in my throat, but I swallowed it down. I wasn’t going to play a dominance game. Not in front of Heidi. “Think what you want, Blaire. We can’t really put anything new on the calendar.”

      At that moment, because Theo has the shittiest timing of any dragon who ever lived, he appeared next to his wife’s side. I glared at Molly. She probably summoned him over mentally. I hated mating bonds. You could do shit like that with none the wiser and I was almost always the target.

      Theo snorted at me. “Our weeks are wide open,” he said, his voice amiable. “What are you wanting to do?” He directed this question at Molly and I shook my head at her. Theo’s attention was on Molly, but her eyes flicked toward me, so I know she saw me.

      “Trivia night,” Molly said, her voice sweet and innocent.

      I tossed my towel down and accepted my fate. Theo was a closeted nerd, especially since his marriage. The dude watched Game of Thrones now. And he drank wine. I wasn’t sure where his manhood was hiding these days, but it certainly wasn’t in his pants. "That's not an unreasonable request," said Theo as he looked at me with curiosity. "We're pretty open during the week and we've been looking for new events to put on the calendar."

      I wished the floor would open up and swallow me. "I'm pretty busy," I said and turned to rearrange the whiskey.

      Their eyes burned holes in my back.

      "His DVR is full," Blaire murmured. "There's only so many episodes of Criminal Minds one can watch in a day."

      Blaire Adkins was a harpy. I turned around and let the dragon show in my eyes.

      Instead of flinching, a wide grin spread across her face. She let a wisp of black smoke curl through her light iris. This time my dragon was more in charge and it was interested in her magic. It wanted to play to see how much we could hurt each other.

      Down boy, I said mentally.

      She's better than the humans you mess with, he said.

      He was right. The human women I met and occasionally brought back home weren't all that fun, but a man had needs. I couldn't poach around here, so I went out to other places. If there was someone interesting, I found them. More often than not I struck out.

      We'll get burned if we play with her, I said.

      Mate, the dragon hissed. You know it. Why won't you allow it?

      I froze and looked away from her. He'd never said that before. Mate? I questioned.

      No one else is powerful enough to be yours. If you accept her, she will make a worthy ally. If you do not, she will also make a formidable adversary.

      We aren't enemies, I reminded him.

      Aren't you? the dragon asked. He faded away and I allowed my eyes to go back to normal.

      Blaire pouted. "Pity," she murmured.

      Theo and Molly were staring at us with open-mouths. "Please don't destroy the bar," Theo said right before he plucked Heidi from Blaire's arms. "We'll leave you two to it. Whatever this is." He waved his hand around. "I don't want either of you leaving before you plan a trivia night for next week."

      "Yes, Dad," Blaire said, never taking her eyes off me. She leaned forward and put her elbows on the bar. Normally I wouldn't recommend doing that, but we run a tight ship here and all the surfaces are clean enough to eat off of.

      I glared at Theo and Molly as they walked away. Theo cringed a little but didn't stay to help. I was on my own.

      She gave me a wolfish grin. "So," she said, "why do you hate me so much?"

      A sigh escaped me. "I don't hate you, Blaire," I said patiently. She'd never called me out on my obvious dislike before. I didn't think she liked me either. Two could play this game.

      I leaned forward on the bar, our faces close enough that if I leaned in just a few inches, we could be kissing. I blinked at that thought and shoved it away before my dragon encouraged me.

      "Tell me why you hate me?" I said. I stared into her gorgeous purple eyes. She blinked, her long lashes fluttering against the tops of her cheekbones. On another woman I would say they weren't real, but on her I knew they were.

      A tiny crinkle appeared between her brows. "Why would you think I hate you?" she asked, seeming to be genuinely stumped.

      "Maybe not hate," I agreed. "But you definitely don't like me."

      She studied me with those brilliant eyes. Blaire was banking her power tonight, except for the flare she'd shown me. I wasn't as sensitive to magic as Cal was, but I could almost always tell how powerful someone was just by being around them for a little while. I'd gotten a good taste of Blaire's magic a few years ago, but I knew she hadn't even gotten to use half the power she held inside of her. It seemed overwhelming to me.

      I suspected it was why she was so thin. Power expends a lot of energy. Dragons were the same way. We ate almost constantly. If we reverted to full dragon form, we ate twice as much as normal.

      I almost never saw Blaire eat anything and I didn't know if it was because she didn't realize or just wasn't hungry. Her cheekbones stood out sharply in the planes of her face. There were slight purple circles under her eyes.

      My protective instincts warred against my good judgment. Everyone around me claimed Blaire was my mate, but never in the history of our kind was one of us matched with a witch. I watched Theo hold Heidi closer to him and felt something stir inside of me.

      None of our kind had ever been matched to a Hamrammr either. Not until Theo.

      "Go out to dinner with me," I blurted.

      The dragon inside of me roared in pleasure. An array of emotions played over her face. Surprise and then suspicion were the most obvious.

      "Why?" she asked after a long pause.

      I smiled, though I knew there was nothing kind in it. "I'm a dragon. I eat a lot. We can share a meal and discuss why we dislike each other so much."

      A smile quirked the edge of her lips, and I didn't like how much I liked making her smile. "We don't need dinner to discuss that," she said.

      "No, but if we're going to take a few hours to recite all the things we hate about each other, we should at least get a meal out of it."

      I knew as soon as her eyes flared she was going to say yes.

      "You're buying," she said instead.

      I leaned a hair closer. "As long as you don't get the lobster."

      She leaned in a smidge. "I hate lobster. It's overpriced crawfish."

      I snorted with amusement. "I agree."  Straightening, I pulled another one of the beers I knew she liked and pushed the glass over to her. "Tomorrow. 8 p.m. Meet me here." I paused and met her gaze. "Cocktail attire. Wear your hair up."

      One of her eyebrows rose. "And why should I do that?"

      "Because I like it," I said. I winked at her and walked over to the two werewolves at the end of the bar motioning for a drink. I felt her gaze following me the entire way, and I resisted a smile.

      We weren't too busy tonight. It was a good crowd, but most of them were over at the tables instead of sitting at the bar. Catriona and Mindy were on shift tonight and they both knew how to make their own drinks. So far we hadn't gotten swamped enough for me to help too much. I grabbed the wolves their beer and when I went to walk over to where Blaire was, I noticed she was gone.

      There was a small crystal clear diamond on top of the bar where her beer was. I froze and looked around, expecting Blaire to be peeking around a corner watching me.

      I could not resist a gemstone. It didn't matter what kind it was. Amethyst, sapphire, emeralds, rubies...I felt the same about all of them.

      But diamonds?

      I slowly shook my head and scooped up the small stone. It was cold and hard in the palm of my hand.

      Diamonds showed you cared about someone.

      I bet Blaire didn't know that. She didn't seem like the kind of woman who let herself get too bogged down in emotions. She noticed everything. I had no doubt she'd seen my affinity for stones.

      But to leave me a gift like she had?

      My dragon wanted to roll over and put his stomach up to be rubbed.

      Calm down, I told him. This is nothing to get excited about.

      She left you a diamond. Not a topaz or an emerald. She left you the highest caliber of stone. The dragon shut his reptilian eyes. It's flawless, he said. Not a single mark anywhere on it.

      I knew that already as did my dragon. Even before I picked it up, I knew she'd given me something perfect. Few things were perfect in this world. People were not and never would be. Things broke and relationships fell apart. But diamonds ... very few things could break them.

      Disconcerted, I put the diamond in my front shirt pocket. I didn't know what to make of her.

      Mate, the dragon said.

      I shoved down the first of my doubts and tried to concentrate on work. I didn't want Blaire to be my mate. Little good came from witches.

      Then why did she save Molly? the dragon asked.

      Because even they can love someone, I snapped.

      Ah. Perhaps they can even love two someones.

      No one has time for a smartass, I said. I checked my cell. Two hours to go. If I hurried, I could have everything done as soon as the bar closed.
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            Blaire

          

        

      

    

    
      My home was my haven, my safe place. The only person who knew where I lived was Molly. Not even Theo was allowed to come here. I didn't live in Louisiana like most people thought but Vancouver, a place where there were enough strange people that I didn't get noticed. I owned three acres of land I'd bought dirt cheap almost a hundred years ago. I'd built a sprawling three bedroom home and used one of them to sleep, one of them to spell, and one of them to meditate in. Children weren't really in my future, not as a witch, but I'd bought the extra room just in case one day I met someone who could deal with my life. Maybe one day I could adopt, but I never dwelled too long on the possibility. It would only make me sad.

      I plopped down on the couch and stared blankly at the turned off television set. He wanted to take me to dinner. I had no idea why. Scott claimed to want to talk about why we disliked each other so much, but I'd rather not waste a perfectly good dinner on that. And yet ... I hadn't said no.

      The truth was, I didn't hate him. Not really. Scott Henderson made me feel things.

      That's what I hated about him.

      Molly had it in her head we were mates. I knew about mates. Most supernaturals did, but witches weren't mated. We didn't have that one person who supposedly completed us. We had each other because humans wouldn't be safe around our lives. Few of us married, even if we were with another witch. The main reason was we couldn't procreate with each other. None of us had been able to solve that perplexing issue or even figure out why it occurred. Male and female witches weren't sterile, unless it was with each other.

      I'd had a lot of time to figure out my magic, but that one always stumped me. We could have babies with humans, which few of us did because why in the world would we jeopardize someone we loved. We could have babies with werewolves, but I never examined that for more than a second. If I wanted to be smelled all the time and live with the smell of a wet dog, I'd make sure I adopted a dog.

      There were others we could have children with, but there was no all inclusive list. I had no idea if dragons were included on it because I didn't know of a single witch who had ever married one.

      I cringed at the "m" word. Marriage. I didn't like to think it, much less say it. I wasn't sure I was the marrying type. I traveled too much. I got into too much trouble. And ... I killed too much. I didn't want a spouse or a child around to see that side of me.

      I didn't kill needlessly nor indiscriminately. Everyone who had died by my hand had violated some sacred part of the witches' oath. I didn't like it being part of my job, but I was the most powerful and therefore, I had to do the dirty jobs.

      There was no room in my life for a spouse.

      Or a mate. Whatever being one meant. I thought about calling Beastly and cancelling, but that would make me look weak. I didn't like to look weak.

      I'd go on the date. I'd make him squirm with nervousness.

      And then I'd never call him again.

      

      I tugged the tight black dress down over my mid-thighs and pursed my lips as I looked myself over in the mirror. Promptly sighing with disgust, I pulled the dress over my head and tossed it in the ever-growing pile of discarded options on the top of my comforter. I had no idea where we were going and attempts to get Molly to wheedle it out of him had gone denied.

      Cocktail attire. I didn't have much of it because I rarely went anywhere that required it. Most days I wore black just in case I got bloody. I had one black dress - the one I'd just taken off

      I thumbed through my closet one more time and my fingers lingered over the blue dress I'd twice bypassed. I'd bought it on a whim a year ago when I'd gone to New York for a case. It had never been worn.

      I pulled the hanger out and put it over my body, moving to and fro to see how it might look once I put it on. I knew how it would look. I'd bought it for that reason. I rarely felt beautiful in anything I wore, but this dress had made me feel like a million bucks.

      It cost about that much too. With an annoyed growl, I took the dress of the hanger and put it on. The dress hugged all of my slight curves perfectly. I frowned at my reflection. I wasn't eating enough. There wasn't anyone here to remind me to do it, and I was constantly thinking about other things.

      The dress still looked amazing on me, though I'd lost more weight since I bought it. I pulled my waist-length hair up and twirled it around my fingers until I made a makeshift chignon.

      Scott wanted me to wear it up. I didn't want to do what he wanted. Well, okay, I did, but I didn't want him to see that. I grinned and rushed into the bathroom for a hair tie and some bobby pins.

      Thirty minutes later, I was finished. One last twirl in the mirror and I grabbed my keys and purse. I was about to go to dinner with someone who wasn't my biggest fan.

      This had the potential to be an epic disaster.

      

      Scott stood outside Beastly. He leaned against the brick exterior, one foot against the wall to brace himself. He wore a suit, and I swallowed hard at the sight of it. I'd never seen him dressed up. The dragons ran a bar and casual was the word of the day every day for them. Scott had never worn more than a pair of jeans and a collared shirt, though most times he preferred old t-shirts with inappropriate sayings on them.

      Not tonight. He wore a charcoal gray suit with a violet long-sleeved shirt. My heartbeat picked up when I saw it.

      It matched my eyes. He had to know that.

      Scott looked up at my approach and as soon as he saw me, his eyes began to glow a vivid emerald green. My magic rose up, dark and smoky. It swirled around my body and lifted my hair from my neck. I willed it down with a thought and squared my shoulders. I wouldn't let him know how much his appearance was affecting me.

      He smirked at my hair. "Decided to play both sides?" he asked as he lifted a long blonde curl.

      I'd worn half of my hair up and the other half down. The top half was woven into an elaborate braid with loose wisps framing my face. The bottom half flowed down my back freely.

      "I like it," he said hoarsely. His eyes were still glowing, though not as much as they had been when he'd first spotted me.

      Heat roared through my body as I realized why. Scott, or at least some part of him, wanted me. I stood in front of him, far enough away to not feel his body heat, but it still felt too close. I wanted to run away, but I also wanted to curl around his feet like a cat.

      I didn't know if I could do this. One thing I never suffered from was a lack of confidence. If I ever had, I was smart enough to hide it. You didn't get as far as I did being scared. Fear was a common part of this job, but I always swallowed it down and did my best no matter what I was faced with.

      Tonight, though? Tonight I felt cold fear trickle down my spine. We were in uncharted waters, and I wasn't sure I could swim.

      We stared at each other for a moment before Scott broke the tension and offered me his arm. "We're within walking distance," he said, his voice gruff. He looked down at my shoes and paused. "Do you want to take a cab?"

      I shook my head. "Life is too short for uncomfortable shoes," I said. "As long as it's not too uneven, I'll be fine."

      He nodded and led the way, walking slow enough for me to be able to walk beside him without much effort. Scott loomed over me. I was not a tall woman. If anything, I could be considered petite. The dragon must have had eight inches or so on me, so he was walking slow in order to keep from leaving me behind. Part of me warmed at that. Who knew Scott Henderson could be a gentleman?

      True to his word, the restaurant wasn't far. Fairy lights twinkled a few feet away and as we got a little closer, I realized most of the restaurant was outdoors. Large oak trees with old boughs swept almost to the ground and turned the place into an enchanted garden. Delighted, I gasped and walked closer so I could get a better look.

      "They have the best turtle soup here," Scott said as he flashed two fingers to the hostess waiting a few feet away.

      My nose wrinkled at that. I don't think I ever had turtle anything, and I wasn't sure I'd like it.

      He grinned at me and put his hand on the small of my back as the hostess showed us to our seats. "You might not like it," he agreed, "but I think you should try it. I think you'll be surprised."

      "As long as you don't toss it into my face," I murmured quietly.

      He chuckled, but I couldn't see his face. "Only if you insult me more than twice," he said with good cheer. Scott pulled the chair out for me and I sat, leaning back to look up at him to see if he was serious.

      I couldn't tell so my nervousness went up a notch. I wasn't opposed to a food fight, but I was opposed to messing up my new dress.

      The hostess took our drink order and left us sitting there. I fiddled with my menu and pretended to read it. Scott's gaze was heavy on me, and I was feeling insecure about this. Had I made a mistake in deciding to come here?

      The wind gently lifted my hair and cooled my skin. New Orleans was hot much of the time and humid in a way that you remembered once you left this place. On a summer day, you could count on one thing: if you walked outside any time in July, you started to sweat before the door even closed behind you. But, during the cooler months November through January, sometimes you got those nights that felt like heaven. High sixty and low seventy degree nights, cool breezes, and clear skies. Tonight was one of those nights. The cover of the oak trees dropped the temperature at least five degrees cooler and the breeze felt amazing on my skin.

      I ventured a look up and Scott was still staring at me. I froze like a deer in headlights and had no idea what to say.

      "Thank you for inviting me," I ventured.

      A furrow appeared between his brow. "Don't be nice to me, Blaire. I'm not sure how to react when you do that."

      I tapped my nails on the table. "Has no one ever been nice to you?" I ventured.

      He snorted. "We both know you're never nice."

      "I guess this is where it starts?" I asked, leaning back and crossing my legs under the table. "Are we really here for this?" I swept a hand across to encompass the area we were in. "We're here in this beautiful, public place to air our grievances?"

      "Is there a better place?" Scott asked, his gaze trailing down my neck.

      Heat prickled on my skin. "Yes," I said hotly, annoyed that one look from him could make me squirm. "I could be in my pajamas right now eating my body weight in Mexican food, not here in a new dress and shoes I wear only twice a year."

      His lips twitched with amusement. "Yes, but here we're not so apt to yell at each other, are we?"

      I looked around. There were several couples here, all with their heads bent together speaking in intimate voices. A sigh escaped me. "And we won't use our magic," I guessed, my voice flat. I raised my eyes to meet his. "You scared of me, Scott?" I bared my teeth in a grim smile.

      "Any one who isn't an idiot would be." He crossed his arms over his chest and opened his mouth to speak just as a waiter stopped by the table to drop our drinks off. I'd ordered something with vodka and lemon and Scott ordered a beer. We both had high metabolisms, so one drink wouldn't even phase us. It took an effort for us to get drunk, Scott probably more than me. My preferred poison was red wine, but tonight I wanted to splurge a little and go with the harder stuff. Mostly because I was nervous and if I drank this fast enough, it would take the edge off for at least a few minutes.

      We placed our orders. I got the turtle soup and the pesto pasta. I didn't eat red meat. I stuck with seafood mostly and a whole lot of vegetables. I had no idea where turtle fell on that scale, but I told him I'd try it and I wasn't a  woman who went back on her word.

      Scott ordered steak - big surprise there - and a large side salad. I was taken aback by the last one, but he didn't bat an eye.

      When the waiter left, we went back to staring at each other. Finally, Scott spoke. "What did I do to you?"

      I blinked.

      "What do you mean?" I unrolled my napkin and took the silverware out before I put the linen in my lap. My fingers immediately started to worry at the edge of the napkin.

      "You've been mean to me from the moment you met me," Scott said. He carefully poured his beer into a chilled glass.

      I was taken aback by that. "Excuse me?" I said as I leaned forward. "You hate witches. You and Cal. Both of you barely tolerated my presence. Why in the world should I be nice to you when you hate my kind?"

      Scott's jaw clenched. I watched as his eyes widened with surprise, but then recognition. He was breathtakingly handsome. Sun-kissed skin made his bright green eyes almost glow. His hair was dark and a little too long. My fingers itched to tousle the beginning of curls at the bottom of his hair.

      "I'm not sure what your kind is," he said after a tense silence. "You aren't just a witch, Blaire. You're something ... else."

      My heart sped up and stopped for a split second before it began to pound in my breast. I was a witch, but he was right. I wasn't just one, either. I had to be something else to be able to hold the territory I had. I could spindle massive amounts of power in my body. Most witches could hold power for a while, but they expended little bits here and there every time they performed any magic. I could hold my power permanently. I didn't get exhausted using magic because, so far, I hadn't found my limit. It was exhilarating but also terrifying.

      When a witch reached the end of her magic, if she wasn't careful, she could burn out. Sometimes, burn outs resulted in losing your magic, something no witch ever wanted.

      I debated what to say to Scott. Dragons were very good at determining lies. I didn't want to lie to him, but I also didn't want to tell him the truth.

      "I am a witch," I began, "but there are things about me that make me more, so you are right. But why does being more make me an outcast? Why is it wrong for me to be who I am? You're a dragon, Scott. No one judges you for what you are. Why should they judge me?"

      Scott's expression cleared for a moment before he turned a thunderous glare my way. "Because I can sense the power inside of you. It's dark. It wants to get out and wreak havoc. I have magic, yes, but I can't burn the world down with it." His lips twisted, though he didn't look amused. "As I suspect you can."

      He wasn't too far off. If I had a little less strength of will and a little bit more of a vicious streak, I suspected I would be a villain.

      As it turned out, I was too tired to be anything other than what I was. Someone who couldn't help the position she'd been thrust in and doing the best with what she had. I chewed on my lip as I pondered how to respond.

      He held a hand up. "I can see the power pulsing within you and how hard you struggle to control it. You don't have to lie to me."

      I took a long sip of the cool drink. Perhaps Scott saw too much. "I can't help what I was born with."

      "No," he agreed. "No one can. It's how we deal with it that makes us who we are." He steepled his fingers together. "Perhaps I've judged you too hastily. You are right. I didn't make the best impression on you and for that, I apologize."

      My eyebrows went clean up to my hairline. I'd never seen the man apologize for anything since I'd known him. Suspicion rang through me. "Why are you apologizing now?"

      His green eyes gleamed. "Theo wants us to get along."

      A snort escaped me. "We do get along."

      "Not quite." The waiter arrived then with our soups. It was a deep orange color and smelled heavenly. My mouth watered and my fingers itched to dig in. "We tolerate each other." Scott picked up his napkin and spread it in his lap.

      "Isn't that enough?" I asked as I dipped my spoon into the soup. Steam wafted above the bowl.

      Scott shook his head. "There's an underlying tension between us. It's why I invited you out tonight. We don't have to like each other, but we do have to get along."

      I took a bite of the soup and almost moaned at how good it was. Scott grinned at me, his teeth white against his tanned skin. "Told you," he said and dipped into his own.

      "I need this recipe," I said when I'd swallowed. "It's heavenly."

      "I don't think they give them out, but you can probably find something similar online." Scott motioned the waiter over and asked for two more drinks.

      I was definitely going home to see if I could duplicate it. There was sherry in it and a few other things I could identify, but I had no idea how I could get a hold of a turtle. The odds of anyone selling it were slim to none.

      "So what do we do?" I didn't hate him, but I wasn't sure how to move on from our mutual dislike.

      He shrugged. "Spend time together?" he offered. "Maybe dinner once a week or something? Get to know each other?"

      I blinked in surprise. "You'd do that?"

      "I'd do anything for my brothers," he said, his tone matter-of-fact. "If they say we need to get along, I'm going to try my best to make it work."

      I was dying to ask him about the other thing. The elephant in the courtyard right now. But maybe I'd wait until I had one more drink to do it.

      We fell silent and, for once, it wasn't tense or awkward. Scott was becoming more than I thought he was, and I wasn't sure I liked it. I didn't want to like anyone. I had my small group of people and I was happy with it. I didn't want to keep adding more because I had secrets.

      And mine were the kind that might get you killed.
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      She looked like a fairy straight out of a novel. The wind teased the loose strands of her long blonde hair around her elfin face. She wore blue contacts tonight, but for some reason I couldn't fathom, I could see right through them. I'd taken her off guard for once. Her wit was still sharp, but her barbs didn't have as much heat as they usually did. She wasn't sure what to think about my proposal.

      To tell you the truth, I wasn't sure what to think about it either. I was minding my own business last night, when Tanner, Molly, and Theo sidled up to the bar not long after Blaire left.

      Tanner spoke. This was important because the air dragon was a man of few words. When he deigned to speak, I always listened.

      "This thing with you and Blaire," he began. "It needs to end."

      I'd set the towel down and speared him with an annoyed glare. "There is no thing," I said as I leaned against the register and crossed my arms.

      Molly snorted with derision. "I'm surprised one of you hasn't petitioned for a duel yet."

      "We're in the twenty-first century," I drawled. "Duels are illegal." Though it wouldn't be a bad idea. Whoever won would have to back down. He didn't think Blaire ever would unless one of them was dead.

      Tanner said nothing, merely stared at me in that odd piercing way he had. He could stop a conversation in its tracks with one of those looks. "I'm serious. We're a family. This is a family place."

      "Blaire isn't my family," I snapped.

      "She's mine," Molly retorted, her eyes steady, but I could see the silver flame of anger igniting in them.

      Tread carefully, I told myself.

      "Blaire was there for me when no one else was. I want Heidi to grow up knowing her. She's an important part of my life, and I know Blaire. Eventually, she'll get tired of coming where she isn't wanted."

      Guilt hit me in the stomach like a spear. I knew how important she was to Molly, but I had no idea she didn't feel welcome. I knew I could never talk to her about it, either. Not in the way they were talking to me. If this was true, all I would do was spook her.

      "And how would you like me to fix this?" I said, looking away from Molly's intense gaze. Dragons were dominant creatures and eye contact was one of the ways we settled the hierarchy. I could not stare Molly in the eye for more than a few seconds at a time. It bothered me more than it did my dragon. He was smart enough to know that Molly was the scariest predator in the room, especially after it had gotten a real close look at her beast.

      The human part of me could sometimes be a macho asshole.

      "I dunno," Molly said, throwing her hands up. "Maybe treat her like a human being?"

      I jerked at that. Was I really that much of a douchebag? "Wait," I said, as my anger turned into indignation. "She's just as mean to me as I am to her!" I felt like I was in the schoolyard tattling on someone.

      Theo, who'd been sitting there silent, spoke. "You should ask Blaire. It's the easiest way to figure out where your mutual dislike is stemming from."

      "He doesn't like witches," Tanner drawled. "You can see it in his eyes every time he looks at her."

      "Does anyone like witches?" I retorted. "I used to eat people for fun. I think she likes to play with her food."

      Theo rolled his eyes at that. "She's a witch, Scott, not a serial killer."

      Molly patted Theo's arm. "She's a little more than that, but Blaire is a product of her environment. She has to be hard to survive. The witch hierarchy is a lot different than the shifters. Everyone has different powers. Blaire has ..." she paused and shook her head as if she didn't want to reveal what she was about to say. "Them all." She lifted a slender shoulder up in a shrug. "She has all the powers and sometimes it seems like it's eating her alive."

      It is, I thought to myself, her thin frame coming to mind. "I've already asked her to dinner," I admitted.

      Molly sat up a little straighter. "You did what?"

      Tanner's eyes glinted with amusement and I could see him hiding a smile.

      "We are not mates," I growled. "There isn't even a hint of a mating bond."

      "Sometimes it works differently for other dragons. Blaire isn't a shifter, so maybe that has something to do with it," Theo said.

      "Are you the definitive authority on mating bonds now?" My tone was dry as dust. I still didn't know how he'd managed to get paired up with a Hamrammr. He was nicer than all of us.

      "I know more than you do," he said, grinning.

      We ended the night with me agreeing to try to bridge the gap between us and try to come to peace with each other. I would have much preferred our original plan of listing all the things we hated about each other, but maybe we could still do that and also come to some form of agreement.

      A ceasefire, if you will.

      I could tell she wanted to ask me about something, and I had a feeling I knew what it was. The same thing had been weighing heavily on my mind. "The others believe we're mates," I ventured.

      Her head jerked up and I found myself pinned by her gorgeous violet eyes. I was right. That's what she wanted to talk to me about.

      "And what do you think?" she asked. Blaire was a pro at answering questions with a question of her own which told me she didn't like talking about herself.

      "I'd like to know what you think," I said and finished the last of my soup.

      She inhaled a deep breath. "I've never heard of a single witch being mated to someone. We don't mate," she admitted. "Procreation is difficult for us. We can’t have children with other witches." She dropped her eyes as empathy filled me. It was also difficult for dragons to procreate. We couldn't do so without a mate, so our numbers had dwindled dramatically over the last few years. Heidi was the first dragon baby born in hundreds of years, so we were hopeful things were on the upswing. I still wasn't convinced I'd be the next one to have a mate. Not with Blaire. Surely the gods had more empathy for me than pairing me with a deadly witch I couldn't make eye contact with?

      "You think it's impossible?" I questioned. The waiter returned with our food and our conversation fell silent as he placed the plates on the table. The world was still in the dark about things that went bump in the night and I wouldn't jeopardize that with a conversation about witch and dragon babies.

      As soon as he was gone, Blaire shook her head. "A witch and a dragon are eating dinner in the heart of New Orleans and you think something could be impossible?" A self-deprecating laugh escaped her. "Improbable. Look at Molly and Theo. That should have been impossible and yet they have a beautiful baby to show for it."

      "I can do improbable," I agreed. I dug into my steak.

      "There's no sign of a mating bond, either," she said, her voice nonchalant.

      My head jerked up at that. How did she know?

      "Part of our training is extensive study on other species. Plus you pick up a lot of knowledge on the job." She dug into her food, seemingly unconcerned by it.

      Blaire was right. There was no mating bond between us. It was the single easiest way to know whether or not you were staring at your mate. Right now, to the public, we were just a man and a woman out for dinner. Theo noticed the mating bond between him and Molly almost right away.

      We were two years into this thing and there wasn't a glow or shimmer around us to be found. I was erring on the side of positivity here. We weren't mates. If nothing showed up by now, it probably wasn't going to.

      "We've been in each other's company for a couple of years now," she continued. "I think it's safe for you to start dating now." A smile quirked her lips up, but she didn't meet my eyes.

      "Same to you." I held my beer bottle up and clinked it against her wine glass. "To dating," I said.

      She snorted and took a sip of her wine. "I don't date, but good luck to you."

      Curiosity made me lower my bottle. "And why is that?" She was drop dead gorgeous and power attracted a lot of people.

      She shrugged. "It's hard for my kind. We aren't the most trustworthy bunch, and I don't feel like I can be in a relationship without it. But it's hard for me, too. Maybe especially me because I have a lot more to lose than a normal witch."

      I'd never experienced this. We were beholden to no one and, until recently, having a mate wasn't a worry. I'd never pursued anyone seriously in hopes our bonds would be restored. Now that they had, dating made me nervous. I didn't want to get into a relationship with anyone only to one day randomly stumble into my mate at the grocery store.

      Blaire and I talked in between bites of our dinner. It wasn't earth-shattering or anything, but I felt like I'd finally gotten to know her a little better. She wasn't exactly forthcoming with information, but she opened up a little bit. I'd count that good enough for Theo and Molly's sake.

      After I paid the check, we began the walk back to Beastly. She smelled of dark magic and something hypnotically floral. I wanted to inhale it forever. Something held me back. Perhaps it was because she wasn't my mate. I didn't know. I considered myself a gentleman and I wasn't ready to get involved in something I wasn't sure I wanted.

      If we did get involved and it went south, it had the potential to screw up Molly's relationship with her. I wouldn't be able to forgive myself for that.

      When we got back to the bar, I brushed a few strands of her hair away from her face and kissed her cheek. "Thank you, Blaire. I'm glad we got to do this."

      She tilted her face up to me and studied me. Blaire always made me feel like squirming when she turned that inquisitive look on me. She was looking for something, but I didn't know what it was.

      "Me too," she said after a moment. Blaire stepped away and turned to go without saying goodbye.

      I watched her for a moment and before my very eyes, the dark witch dissolved into nothingness.

      Okay, maybe I did know why I hesitated to get involved with her.

      She scared the shit out of me.
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      Everyone was sitting inside of Beastly when I came in the door. I knew this beforehand because I could smell all of the nosy Nellie's, and I debated whether to not go in at all. I'd never escape them, so it was easier to get it over with right away.

      Molly stood as soon as she saw me. Heidi was at her feet in one of those simple little baby bouncers you could jiggle with your foot. "How'd it go? Any sign of a bond?" Her eyes sparkled with good cheer.

      Theo put a hand on her arm. "Slow down, Molly. All in good time."

      Tanner sat back, silent, his face alight with good cheer. I couldn't wait until it was his turn to put up with all this bullshit.

      "No," I said, shrugging off my coat and hanging it on the hook by the door. "There is no mating bond. I think it's been long enough now where we can safely say, she isn't the one for me." I smiled at them, a grim warning smile. "Plus, we don't like each other all that much. There's a ceasefire now, but if you're looking for little dragon babies and happily ever afters, I'm afraid it won't be with us."

      "Shoot," Molly muttered and sat back down.

      Tanner snorted. "Too bad. I still think there's something there, but what do I know?" He spread his hands out in the aw shucks motion he was good at.

      "Is there something else you wanted or are you assholes here just to antagonize me?" I went to the bar and poured myself an IPA.

      "Mostly to antagonize," Theo said. "How'd it go?"

      I shrugged, trying not to think about how alluring I found Blaire to be. "We chatted, got to know each other a little. Decided to kill each other in the morning."

      "Nice," Molly hissed.

      She loved The Princess Bride, so we each did our best to slide references and quotes in our day to day conversations to see who'd pick up on it first. So far, she was winning. I doubted she lost much of anything. I winked at her. Theo growled at me, though it didn't have as much heat as it used to. When he was first mated, I kept a wide berth around Molly. Theo was a dragon in heat, territorial and pretty much a right bastard when it came to other men. It had calmed down after awhile, mostly after he realized Molly could turn into a terrifying hell beast and kill us all if she really wanted to.

      Tanner didn't flirt with her at all. I flirted because it was second nature to me, and I really liked Molly. She was great for Theo and it didn't hurt that she was easy on the eyes. I also liked messing with my friend.

      "Maybe don't kill each other at all," murmured Theo, the man who'd still never seen The Princess Bride. He pushed his chair away from the table and stood. "Ready to go, Mol?" he asked.

      She nodded and gave me a long, unreadable look. Theo unhooked the baby from the bouncer and strapped her into the car seat. It made me laugh because dragons are indestructible from almost the time they're born. We tried to tell Theo that before he'd purchased all of the ridiculous baby things humans use, but he didn't want to hear a word about it. So now he had a car seat, a baby bouncer, one of those stupid wobble seats to prop babies up and a number of idiotic baby things Heidi wouldn't need once she started crawling. Once she started getting mobile, she would start to fly.

      That's when shit would get real interesting around here. I waved at them as they headed out and brought my beer over to the table where Tanner sat. He nursed a stout beer and yawned as I sat across from him.

      "Long night," he said.

      I grunted in response. The good thing about Tanner is he rarely expected anyone to say anything else. Most of the time his statements were either just that - a statement - or a rhetorical question. He was a dragon of few words. Which was exactly why I didn't expect the next words to come out of his mouth.

      "Blaire is your mate," he said, his voice sure and unhurried. "Mark my words on it. I don't know why the mating bond isn't there, but it will be." His expression turned thoughtful. "Or, it could be something else. Theo shouldn't have been mated to Molly, but the gods decided it to be so. You might not get what they have, but you'll get something just as wonderful. Maybe don't squander it, gem dragon." He tipped his beer glass up in a salute, knocked back the rest of it, and stood, sauntering over to the door like he didn't have a care in the world.

      I watched until he walked out the door and it shut behind him with a loud click.

      "Fuck," I muttered.
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      The dress pooled at my feet and I kicked it away. Tonight was ... weird. Scott and I would never be friends. If we weren't enemies, what were we? I felt like we were destined to be stuck in a weird sort of limbo with each other. Not hating each other exactly, but not comfortable either.

      I could be a very black and white person. I either liked you or I didn't. There was little room for gray in my life.

      So why was there a niggling feeling at the back of my mind this wasn't it for us? I slipped on a nightgown and got into bed, even though I felt wired up.

      It was late and I had a case to work tomorrow, so the dawn would come sooner rather than later. Turning on my side, I reached over to flip off the lamp. I couldn't keep thinking about the weirdness between us.

      I had people to kill in the morning.

      

      Hell raining down around me woke me up. My eyes flew open and without hesitation, I rolled off the bed into a ready crouch, magic readied at my fingertips. Debris flew around me and I threw my arms up to protect my eyes. Moisture pelted me and the wind tore at my hair. I ventured a peek up only to see my roof had been opened like a tin can.

      "Shit," I whispered. I looked around with wild eyes. The only thing that could have done this much damage was a storm ... or powerful magic. Considering the skies were clear when I'd returned home, my bet was on magic.

      I blinked and opened my second sight only to gasp in surprise.

      A man lay at the opposite end of my bedroom.

      A very muscular, very naked man. I tensed, even though he appeared to be unconscious. A quick glance at my nightstand told me it was three a.m. Carefully, I crept around the debris of my roof and over to the unconscious man.

      I gasped as I saw his face. "Cal?" I reached out to touch his shoulder.

      His hand snaked out and snatched my fingers. I gasped and tried to pull away but he held tight. His eyes opened, wide silver and unseeing. "Blaire Adkins," a voice that was not his own said, "the gods see you."

      I froze, my heart beating wildly. No one wanted the attention of the gods. I'd never been one for religion. I wasn't even all that faithful. I believed in magic. Its purity, its effectiveness. I knew the gods were real, but they hadn't done much for me. My throat dry-clicked in fear. Cal's grip on my hand was unbreakable.

      I could use magic to get away, but I didn't want to hurt him. He'd been missing for two and a half years, and there was obviously something wrong with him. Normal people didn't crash through your roof wearing nothing but their birthday suit.

      "Dark magic will find you," the voice that was not Cal said right before the dragon's eyes rolled in the back of his head and he slumped back to the floor.

      "Well shit," I muttered, wiping rain out of my face. The poor weather had stopped almost abruptly, like it had only been there to herald Cal's arrival. I looked back at my poor soaked bed and realized I couldn't sleep in here anymore. I had a fold out bed in my meditation room I could use, but Cal here ... well, he'd have to take the couch. I stood, grunting with the effort because I was exhausted and left him on the floor while I went to grab blankets and towels.

      When I returned, Cal hadn't moved a muscle. He was just as naked as he was when he fell. I sighed as I thought about the logistics of getting him from the floor to the couch. He had about a foot and at least a hundred pounds on me.

      I'd have to use magic to move him. Tiptoeing gingerly over to my closet, I snatched a pair of slippers and put them on. It was a miracle I hadn't gotten a splinter in my foot yet.

      I concentrated on Cal's prone body, cleared my mind, took a deep breath and thought about where I wanted him to be. As spells went, it was easy, but I still got a rush of power through my veins as the magic took hold. Cal's body lifted and disappeared abruptly. I had a moment of worry until I squashed the doubt down. I'd been a witch my entire life. I wouldn't screw up such a simple spell.

      I padded out to the living room and saw Cal was curled up on the couch. A sad smile lit my lips as I covered him with one of my older quilts. He sighed and shifted a little as I picked up his head and settled it onto a pillow.

      Maybe I should call Scott. But what could he do? I didn't want him knowing where I lived. I could only guess the gods had dropped him down here for a reason, but I couldn't fathom what it would be.

      If he were still here in the morning, I'd grill him. I might have to push my case by a day or so, but it wouldn't be too big of an issue.

      I grabbed an extra blanket and pillow and headed to the back room to try and salvage what was left of my night.

      

      The smell of coffee woke me up smiling until I remembered I lived alone. I bolted upright, my eyes squinting in the morning light. Confusion roiled through me until I realized where I was.

      And why I was here.

      A groan racked my sore body as I rolled out of bed.  I pulled a robe out of the small closet and put it over my pajamas. I often practiced skyclad in here, so I collected all sorts of robes - fuzzy, silky, funny, and sophisticated. Today it was gray, soft and fuzzy. I yawned as I walked out to find the smell only to see Cal sitting at my table wearing nothing but a five o'clock shadow and the blanket I'd given him.

      I stopped abruptly in my tracks and tilted my head. Cal was hot.

      Super hot. But not as hot as Scott.

      At that thought, a frown twisted my lips and I barged past him to pour myself a cup.

      "You only had medium roast," Cal said. It sounded like disapproval in his voice.

      "It's what I like. Forgive my oversight. If I had any clue you'd drop in, I would have stocked up." I put deliberate emphasis on the words drop in. More like crash in, resulting in thousands of dollars of destruction.

      His lip hitched up slightly. Cal's shoulders were slumped and his eyes hosted enormous dark circles underneath. He had a beard worthy of a bard's tale, and his eyes gleamed at me, showing me he didn't have total control of the dragon part of him. Scott's eyes were like emeralds, Cal's were more of a mossy forest. He had friendly eyes, though he was haunted. Anyone who'd lived through trauma would see it.

      I was careful to keep a wide berth. The fact that Cal was sitting here was astounding enough, but I knew for a fact he liked witches even less than Scott did.

      When I had my coffee made the way I liked it, I walked around to the opposite end of the table and sat, my fingers curled around the warm mug.

      A slight smile touched his lips. He knew what I was doing.

      "Why are you here?" I asked as soon as I had the first sip of coffee.

      "To tell you the truth," he said in his slow southern drawl, "I don't rightly know. And that's saying something, because I always know at least a little."

      I nodded because it didn't surprise me. When the gods got inside of your head, they could literally scramble your brains. I wasn't sure how it worked for dragons, but every human I'd met who tried to channel divinity burned all their circuits out. They all lived the rest of their days out in a group home.

      Saddest damn thing I'd ever seen. Cal seemed okay right now.

      Who knew how he would be in a few days or even years?

      “Your friends are worried about you,” I began.

      "They've never stopped looking for you."

      The edges of his eyes tightened and so did his jaw. He looked down at his lap, his fists clenching on top of the table. "I know. They never would have found me."

      I itched to reach out and touch his fingers, to try to give him some comfort I thought he desperately needed. But there was something about Cal, a wildness that hadn't been there before.

      "You're here now." In an hour I was supposed to be in North Dakota, trudging through cold ass weather looking for a rogue magic user, but sitting here now staring at a man who'd obviously been through hell, I decided it wasn't as important as Cal. I made a mental checklist of everything in my pantry.

      "You hungry?" I asked him as I took another sip of my coffee.

      His eyes lit up at that. "Is there food here? I admit I looked in your fridge. You don't even have sandwich meat."

      "Sorry," I said and laughed. "I don't eat a lot of meat. I have everything to make pancakes with. You interested?"

      His eager nod told me all I needed to know.

      

      And that was how I came to be eating pancakes with a naked dragon at eight in the morning. Cal put down more pancakes than I'd ever seen a single person eat, and I had just enough batter to make two for myself. The rest of it was gone. I mentally tallied my grocery bill in my head as I watched him pour an insane amount of maple syrup, the good kind, not the crappy corn syrup, and real butter over the top of his piping stack.

      Beastly must be bringing in a shit ton of money because if it wasn't, how in the hell were these guys feeding themselves?

      I wasn't hurting for money. Part of my job was bounty hunter services in a way. I guess that was the easiest way to explain it. I could find anyone at any time. Usually. Staring at Cal, I wasn't sure I ever would have been able to find him. Few could go up against the gods and survive. But this morning's breakfast feast made me wince a bit as I thought about the numbers. Add in a dragon baby to the mix? I shuddered at the thought, but stopped as I realized I was thinking about babies.

      Babies I couldn't have.

      I cleared my throat and got up to clean the table. Cal started to stand, realized his clothing predicament, then sat back down and gave me a sheepish smile. I waved a hand at him. "Please don't stand," I wheezed and hurried over to the sink, tearing my eyes away from his chest. I wasn't attracted to him. Not in any dangerous way.

      It was just weird having a man here. A virile, handsome man. I rinsed the plates off and set them in the sink to be washed thoroughly a little later.

      Just as I was grabbing my cell to try to track down some clothes for Cal, an earth-shattering roar rattled all the windows in my house. I dropped my phone in surprise and clutched my chest in fear.

      Cal didn't even flinch. His lips twitched in amusement.

      "Cal! What the hell is that?" I yelled. I had no idea what on earth was outside my front door, but there was no way in hell I was opening it to find out. Booms of noise shook the ground and the creature outside roared again. It sounded like a mix between an angry lion and something from my nightmares.

      "You should open the door," Cal said, his eyes glowing all weird and silvery.

      "No fucking way," I blurted. "I am not dying today!" I wasn't a person who got scared. There were few things out there scarier than me besides Molly, but I knew enough to know whatever it was outside sounded like it could swallow me down in a single bite.

      The noise stopped abruptly. I stilled, wide eyes toward the window. I wanted to look out, but I was scared of what I might see.

      There was a knock on the door.

      "What in the actual fuck?" I murmured to myself. I gave Cal a wide-eyed look.

      He shrugged seemingly unconcerned.

      "You know what it is," I accused.

      "It took him long enough," Cal said, his throat raspy.

      "Him?" My nostrils flared in annoyance. "Him who?"

      "Open the door, Blaire." Cal slid off the seat, careful to keep the blanket tucked around his goodies.

      "I'M NOT OPENING THE FUCKING DOOR, CAL. ARE YOU AN IDIOT?" My voice was loud and screechy and as soon I really heard myself, I stopped and squeezed the space between my brow. "This is like every horror movie. I open the door and someone impales me with a broomstick."

      There was a scratching at the door. I took a step back.

      Cal rolled his eyes and brushed past me.

      "Don't you dare," I warned.

      "You'll thank me later," he said as he reached out and began to twist the knob.

      I threw magic at him, but all he did was snort. "I've been in the presence of the gods for two and a half years, Blaire. I've learned a few things." Cal turned his attention back to the door.

      The door blew apart. Cal flung his hands up to avoid being hit by shrapnel.

      Several things happened at once.

      The blanket fell from his hips exposing all of Cal's goodies. A massive dark-haired man plowed through the door, growled, and punched Cal right in the jaw.

      The dragon dropped like a stone. I gasped and was about to turn tail and disappear, when I realized who it was.

      "Scott?" My mouth fell open.

      He stalked toward me like a lion hunting down a wounded animal. His eyes gleamed emerald bright. I swallowed hard and took a step back, my heart fluttering like a rabbit's.

      His jaw was clenched tight and his loose-hipped swagger was purposeful. Before I could say a word, Scott slung an arm around my waist, hauled me against him and claimed my lips for his own.

      I gasped in surprise, but Scott didn't care. He swept his lips over mine, bruising me, claiming me. At first, I was too surprised to struggle. Then I realized I didn't want to. My eyes fluttered closed and my fingers drifted up to stroke the curls of his soft hair.

      His lips were warm and soft, the exact opposite of the body pressed against me. When his tongue swept inside my mouth, my knees went weak. Scott held me with one arm, bent against me with ferocity. I had no idea what was happening, but I knew I liked it. Even though I knew I should hate it.

      Men didn't approach witches like this. Men didn't approach witches at all. It was nice to feel safe, protected, wanted.

      He claimed the caverns of my mouth, laid his claim on my body with his lips and hands. I melted against him like a wanton harlot, secure in him, and secure in myself for once.

      Whatever was happening here, I wanted more of it.

      Scott was the first to break away. His chest was heaving with effort and his eyes looked like two forbidden jewels in his face.

      "Do you want him?" he growled.

      My fingers went up to touch my bruised lips. I stared at him in confusion. "Who?"

      "Goddammit, Blaire. Do you want him?" His jaw was clenched so tightly I was afraid it might break. I had no idea what he was talking about until I remembered.

      Cal.

      I gasped and turned to see him still out cold. "You punched him!" I accused.

      "No shit," he said, his eyes furious with anger.

      "Why the hell did you do that? You haven't seen him for two and a half years!" Magic punched me then, right in the solar plexus. It wasn't my own. It felt hard ... crystalline ... alien. I saw a city in my mind's eyes - a beautiful place not of this world and things flying in the sky. Things with beautifully jeweled wings and eyes the varied colors of the sea. Stars bloomed above me like a thousand night flowers and the moons - two of them - cast a golden light on everything it touched.

      Just before I fell, I heard a reptilian voice whisper ... "Mate."
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      The first thing I noticed when I woke up was the splitting headache I had. The second was the looming dragon above me.

      I let out a squeak of alarm until I realized it was Scott. "What are you doing?"

      "You passed out," he said. Scott held a glass of ice water out for me.

      I sat up, wincing as my head rattled around in my skull. He handed the glass to me and I sipped carefully.

      "Something happened. I saw -"

      Scott and Cal, now wearing a glorious shiner, exchanged glances. "Mistgarde," Scott said, slowly. He sat down beside me on the couch. "I saw it, too."

      "What is it?" I asked before I fully comprehended Scott's words. "And why did you see it too?"

      A wide grin split Cal's face. "I told you you'd thank me later!"

      I glared at him. "You've caused enough trouble," I snapped before returning my attention back to him. "Why did we see the same thing?"

      It wasn't until that moment that I noticed something odd on my foot. My brow crinkled as I leaned forward to look at it. I gasped in shock and pulled it closer. "Why," I said slowly, "is there a tattoo on my foot?" I could sense magic pulsing from it. It was a triangle with a tiny crescent moon in the middle. The outline of the triangle was black, but the moon inside was a dusky purple dusted with gold. It was beautiful.

      "Who did this?" I croaked, my voice dry with worry. How in the world had someone managed to tattoo me without my knowledge? "It won't last," I said to no one in particular. "My body stores too much power and heals too quickly. It will be gone in the morning."

      Cal chuckled at nothing in particular.

      "Did you get knocked in the head or something?" I demanded.

      A heavy exhale came from the dragon sitting beside me. "You're asking a lot of questions," he said.

      I blinked at him, rage filling me. "A dragon crashed through my goddamn roof last night," I said, enunciating each word slowly so the dumb ass would understand me. "Then another dragon crashed through my fucking DOOR this morning! So sue me for trying to figure out what the hell is going on!"

      "There's no need to yell, Blaire," Cal said.

      Without a thought, I tossed a ball of black magic at him before he could prepare a counter spell. Cal flew across the room and landed with a crack against the back wall. He slid down the wall still wearing a stupid smile.

      Scott snorted with amusement. "It won't kill him," he remarked.

      "Pity," I retorted. "Tell me why this is on my foot."

      Scott squirmed in his seat. A sinking feeling was making itself known in my stomach. "Uh," he began and scratched the back of his neck.

      I rubbed at the spot but it seemed permanent. Not even the gold came off on my fingers. I looked back up at Scott. The memory of the kiss came roaring back to me, but I brushed it aside to focus on his words.

      The words he wasn't currently speaking.

      "Scott?" I inquired again. "If I have to ask you one more time, I'm going to be very upset. You don't want an upset witch on your hands. People die."

      He exhaled. "It's a mating bond," he said.

      Both of my eyebrows went up. "Excuse me?" I said politely.

      "It's a -" he began.

      I held my hand up. "I heard you. What I want to know is how? Yesterday, you were content to strike a truce. You don't like me and you hate witches."

      Cal, who recovered faster than I would have liked, strolled over and plopped down on my loveseat. "The gods don't play the game of why or how," he said. "They play a much longer game."

      Scott pushed off his shoe and his sock. He held his foot out in front of him, and I had to admit as feet went, it was a very nice one. His toenails were clean and trim, and his foot - the part of the body that was almost never tan - was a dark golden color just like the rest of him.

      I couldn't get a tan that even if I tried. I'd just look like a lobster. I couldn't see much other than a foot until he turned his ankle.

      A matching tattoo appeared there and a laugh bubbled from me. "You have ... an ankle tattoo?" I clapped my hands over my mouth to keep from snorting.

      Scott stared at it in dismay. It matched mine. I reached out to touch it. His skin was warmer than mine. Maybe because of his metabolism. I wasn't a shifter, but I knew they required a lot of fuel to keep their power.

      I wanted to laugh and cry at the same time. "What happened?" I shook my head. It was the wrong question. "What happened to make the bond appear now?"

      Cal laughed out loud.

      Scott glared at him, his nostrils flaring with anger.

      "He got jealous," Cal offered.

      I stared at him in confusion. "Of what?"

      "Me." Cal had grabbed another blanket and wrapped it around his waist. “We can all sense each other no matter where we are. Except for when the gods took me." His expression sobered at that. "No one could find me then. As soon as I crashed back to Earth, Scott knew where I was. It wasn't until he got here that he smelled you." Cal shrugged. "He cobbled together some incorrect facts and his beast took over. It wasn't until his beast got involved that the mating bond coalesced." He frowned at our tattoos. "Though I'm afraid I've never seen one quite like that."

      It was kind of pretty. I turned my foot to and fro, watching the gold shimmer on the surface. Then I dropped the bombshell. "I can't be mated to anyone."

      One of Cal's eyebrows rose. Scott turned to me. "Excuse me?" he said, his voice quiet and deadly.

      I stood up, swaying a little. "I said, I can't be mated to you. I don't want to be mated to you." It was true, but it was also a lie. I wanted to be with someone, but I didn't want the drama and ferocity that came with a mating bond. I envied Molly's life a lot of times, but I didn't envy how growly and possessive Theo got over her when there were other men around. I liked my anonymity. I liked my privacy and my house in Seattle. It got lonely sometimes, but I also liked my life.

      "I heard what you said." Scott's brow furrowed. "I'm just not quite sure how to respond."

      I picked up my glass and took it into the kitchen. "You can respond by fixing the damage you both did to my house. Then you can go back to New Orleans."

      Scott blinked. Cal turned and walked out of the room, but not before I saw his lips twitch with genuine amusement.

      "You want me to leave?" Scott asked, pointing his thumb at his chest.

      I turned to look at him. He was several feet away, but his dumbstruck look was plain to see. "I do," I clarified. The woman inside of me who'd often gotten squashed down by the witch was pleased with herself. Someone wanted her. Finally. She was mated.

      But it wasn't what I wanted. Not like this. Not when I didn't have the power to choose. If anything, this felt a little bit like servitude.

      I wasn't even sure I liked Scott. There was a definite attraction there, and hoo boy could he kiss, but I wasn't the kind of girl who thought a physical attraction could solve everything. Would I hop into bed with him?

      I certainly hoped so.

      Would I marry him?

      The jury was out on that one but leaning toward a hard no.

      Cal had made himself scarce and Scott hadn't made a move to get up yet. He was staring at me in an unnerving way. Almost like he could see right through me. I didn't like it.

      "You're scared," he said after a moment.

      I snorted. "I'm not scared of anything." That was definitely a lie. When it sounded like a dinosaur was tearing my house apart earlier, I thought I was going to pee myself. But when it came to most things, I was too powerful for fear. There were few things that could take me out.

      Scared of a mating bond? The only thing I was scared about with that was having my independence taken away or being with someone I didn't love.

      I didn't love the dragon sitting in front of me.

      I never experienced the typical kind of love the other witches around me had. There was no first blush romantic kind of love. Usually it was based on mutual respect. The sex had left a lot to be desired because there was no passion, but I was coldly logical even during the worst of times. I never expected to find a love match.

      Certainly not in a bar owning dragon.

      He inhaled deeply, closing his eyes for a moment, and when he opened them, they were slitted - reptilian ... beautiful. A soft gasp escaped me and something expanded in my chest.

      "You are," he whispered. "You don't want to be trapped." Scott stood, towering over me. "I'll leave. For now. But I want you to remember the taste of me before you go to bed each night.” He gently touched the hollow of my throat. “Remember that and all the other things I could do to you.” A ferocious, possessive smile touched his lips. “But I won’t do any of it until you beg me.”

      Before I could say anything, Scott walked out of the broken door and wings of emerald green burst from his skin. He disappeared a moment later.

      “This is going to be fun,” a voice said from behind me.

      “Leave, Cal,” I said, my patience frayed like an old rope.

      The dragon snorted. “I’ll be happy to get out of your hair as soon as I have some clothes.”

      A deep sigh escaped me as I turned to Cal, still wrapped in a blanket and looking sexy as all get out. I stared at him with a dispassionate eye. I wasn't sure who'd wind up with him, but they'd have their hands full, that was for sure.

      I picked up my cell phone and dialed my assistant. I almost felt sorry for the woman. She handled some of the most outrageous and oddest requests.

      She answered the phone with a chipper greeting, and without even saying hello, I rattled off what I needed.

      There was a long pause and then she said, "I'm on it, boss."

      And that was exactly the reason I paid her four times the salary of anyone else around here.
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      She didn't want to be with me. I kept repeating it over and over to myself as I flew high above the clouds. We rarely traveled this way during the daytime, but I couldn't stay one more moment after she'd said those words. My heart felt like it had been ripped out of my chest and stomped on. When a dragon mated, it automatically brought feelings to the table. We didn't get to turn it on and off like a light switch. As soon as I landed in Blaire's yard and realized where I was and that Cal was with her ... I'd never felt more jealous or possessive in my life.

      I still wanted to go back, throw her over my shoulders, and drag her to my lair. The beast inside of me roared its displeasure as soon as I'd taken to the skies.

      It would be a problem until our bond was finalized. My mind raced as I flew, careful still to keep an eye both above and below me. The last thing we needed was to get caught on surveillance somewhere. These days it was tricky to stay off camera. They were everywhere.

      I'd grown up in a place where women were valued and respected. The mating bond was the most powerful magic the dragons had. When we'd lost it, some of us had gone mad. I think my brothers and I had escaped it because we'd stayed together. For those of us alone ... well, it hadn't worked out well for a lot of them.

      Blaire had to be feeling something. Right?

      If she wasn't, I didn't know what I was going to do. When a dragon was mated it changed aspects of our personality. We became more volatile, difficult to be around. All in all, we were real pains in the asses until everything was finalized.

      I took a deep breath and tried to steady my racing heart. I couldn't tell Theo and the rest of them. I'd ask Cal not to tell them either. Since the bond hadn't coalesced the way it usually did, I hoped they wouldn't be able to tell. Not at first at least. It would become obvious soon enough, especially if Blaire walked into the bar.

      Cal should be home soon. I'd communicated with him as soon as I'd risen into the sky.

      Unfortunately, he couldn't travel naked. Well, he could, but it would be risky. Not to mention cold as hell.

      I snorted. I didn't know what had happened to him yet, but I knew as soon as he got back to Beastly, Tanner and Theo would be on him like white on rice. He seemed different, more subdued. Whatever happened to him, I just hoped he was here to stay. The way he left almost tore us all apart, even though we knew he couldn't have helped it.

      When the gods got involved, things were never easily explained. I rose a little higher into the clouds and pushed myself to fly faster. I needed to get home and figure out how to wrangle in a recalcitrant mate.

      

      Cal walked into the bar later that night. Physically, he looked the same. Maybe a little leaner, a little hungrier. His eyes told a different story. They were haunted, wary. All of us could see it. Theo and Tanner rushed him as soon as he walked in, slapping him on the back and embracing him as only brothers could. I watched from the bar and knew even though Cal was happy, there was still something going on. Maybe I could corner him later and get him to talk about it. Men weren't the best communicators traditionally, and dragons weren't much better, but some wounds healed faster when they were shared. If he'd share with me, I'd help him bear it.

      I'd pushed Blaire out of my mind, vowing to deal with it later. We had time. Forever if we got technical about it.

      Witches were long-lived but not immortal.

      Unless they were mated to a dragon. It was a gift from the gods to ensure we never lived without each other. Right about now it seemed more like a curse.

      We had ten minutes until closing time and there were still a few stragglers hanging around. Most days it was the same people - men and women who had nothing to go home to so they bargained for one last drink. These were usually the lone werewolves or supernatural outcasts even we couldn't identify. For the most part, we were patient with them. All of us knew what it was like to be alone. If they caused any trouble, though, they'd be out on their ear. One woman was sitting by herself nursing what looked to be straight vodka. She had short, flaming red hair and the lightest brown eyes I’d ever seen. A smattering of freckles graced the top of her nose and cheeks, but it did nothing to detract from her stunning face. If anything, it made her appear more real.

      I'd been trying not to stare at her for the last two hours she'd been here, but there was something about her I couldn't quite put my finger on. She didn't look like a shifter. She looked human.

      It was the reason I was so bothered. Humans couldn't come in here. They couldn’t find the place. Power pulsed around her, though. Subtle, but definitely there, and everyone had given her a wide berth, almost like they didn't realize they'd done it.

      We had a lot of werewolves come in here and they were never subtle about getting laid. They also weren't terribly picky. Not a single one had come up to her table and said something stupid. It was a miracle. This was why I suspected she was something ... other. Possibly something we'd never seen before.

      Theo and Tanner weren't worried about her. Their stance was as long as she didn't cause trouble, she was welcome. I thought maybe she was the trouble. I wouldn't say anything to her as long as she drank by herself, but the moment she looked like she might cause a scene, I was going all in.

      She wore a pair of ragged blue jeans - the kind that were purposely trashed, and an off shoulder top, exposing a creamy pale expanse of skin. Her nails were unpainted, bitten to the quick, and her fingers nervously tapped on the table as she absentmindedly watched the band.

      She wore minimal makeup, none really that I could see, but she appeared to have an addiction to lip balm because I'd watched her put it on no less than three times since she'd come in.

      I'd just put the towel down and looked back over at Cal when I saw the errant dragon stop in his tracks, inhale deeply and pinpoint his gaze on the strange redhead. His eyes flared silver for a split second.

      I froze, unsure of what had just happened.

      The redhead stiffened and slowly turned to look at Cal. How in the world had she known anything had happened?

      Tension pulled between them like taffy. Theo and Tanner both stilled, curiosity all over their faces as they watched the silent interaction. Cal's nostrils flared. A delicate frown appeared on the woman's features before her eyes went wide. She held up her hand and snapped her fingers, disappearing before our very eyes but not before I saw it.

      Cal saw it, too.

      The warm golden light of the mating bond she'd left behind.

      I whistled low.

      Cal's wings flared out from behind his back, knocking Theo and Tanner clear off their feet. A roar bellowed from Cal and he shot straight up through the ceiling, sending wood, insulation, and plaster raining down on everyone's heads.

      The music screeched to a halt and Beastly fell silent.

      A grin spread over my face and a laugh rumbled from my chest.

      And here I thought I had mating bond problems. I wasn't sure what she was, but I had a good feeling Cal wasn't going to find her until she was damn well ready.

      Theo and Tanner picked themselves back up. Both of them were dazed, but Tanner kept an observant eye on the ceiling. We all knew there was only one thing that could make us lose our shit like that.

      Tanner looked over at me and nodded. I nodded back. Theo was the last to understand what had happened, though it didn't take him too long to figure it out. His eyebrows rose slightly and I could see the sigh that racked his body.

      We'd all had our fair share of mating bond drama. He and Molly had almost gotten us killed multiple times with theirs. I didn't know if any of us were prepared for Cal and this “other” woman. He wasn't a typical dragon, so I could only assume she wouldn't be a typical mate.

      Not that any of us had been blessed with "typical" women.

      I picked my towel back up and wiped down the rest of the glasses. After that disaster, I didn't feel so bad anymore.

      

      The last patron trickled out of the bar when Cal came back looking pissed off and defeated. None of us said anything to him, for fear he'd overreact. I was far enough from Blaire that I wasn't experiencing much of the typical rage and jealousy initially attached to the bond. I could feel Blaire - a pulsing dark light inside of me, but I couldn't hear her thoughts or feel her emotions. I only knew she was alive.

      It was a weird thing, this bond. If she were closer, it would only make her angry. She was a woman with a lot of secrets, and I didn't think she'd take too kindly to sharing them.

      Once the bar was shut all the way, I planned on asking everyone what I should do. When it came to the mating bond, dragons were like a hen party - all involved and ready to gossip. The thought of not telling them was cast away almost as quickly as I thought it. We'd all witnessed Cal lose his shit, so everyone would know about me soon enough.

      Cal sidled up to the bar and I pushed him over a Stout. He took it without a thank you, tilted it up, and swallowed it in less than five gulps. One of my eyebrows rose as Cal set the glass down and stalked upstairs. I guess he was out of the gossip circle tonight.

      Once Theo locked the door, I waved everyone over to a table and poured them all beers. When everyone, including Molly who'd wandered down from upstairs earlier this evening looking like all new parents do - slightly zombified - I told them about Blaire.

      "I knew it!" crowed Tanner, looking awfully happy with himself.

      "Yeah, yeah," I grumbled. "It won't mean anything if she doesn't want me."

      Molly rolled her eyes. "She wants you. Few can deny the mating bond. It may not happen right away, but she will realize she can't stay away."

      I blew on my knuckles and rubbed my shoulders. "I can't help the way I am."

      She snorted. "No, dumbass. It has something to do with the magic of the bond. She has to come to her own conclusions about you. Though we all knew this was coming, so none of us will be surprised by how it ends."

      Theo spoke up then. "Just for the record, you kept me at arms length until almost the very end."

      Molly grinned at her mate. "That's because I was trying to save your life."

      "Still," he growled. "It wasn't fun."

      "Wasn't it?" she purred.

      "Gross," I muttered, though it was without heat. "So I wait for her to come to me?"

      Tanner shook his head like I was the biggest idiot to walk the earth. "Have you met any of the women in our lives? If you wait for them, they'll never come. You go to them and coax them like a wild cat. A little milk, a little honey, a lot of wooing."

      "Don't do that," Molly warned, giving Tanner an incredulous look. "Especially not with Blaire. She'd tear your spleen out with her teeth and feed it to the buzzards."

      "That's ... vivid," I said, giving her a wtf look.

      She shrugged. "True, though." The circles under her eyes stood out. She was exhausted and we'd been terrible uncles. I vowed very soon to give her and Theo a night off. I wasn't in a hurry to have kids, but I knew how exhausting they were. Happy spouse, happy house and all that, though Theo and Molly both looked content with each other. "With Blaire, you need to be careful. Witches don't have mates. Most of them don't have spouses. They're all jumpy and suspicious. Blaire is different from the others. Her power is different, I guess. She's still pretty suspicious of everyone, but she's not as mean about it. A lot of witches will fry you if you step one foot onto their property. Blaire's position forces her to be more diplomatic about it. It helps she's able to defend herself if she needs to." She speared me with a look. "How do you feel about it?"

      "The bond?" I questioned.

      Molly shook her head. "No. The witch part."

      She knew I didn't like witches all that much. "Not sure," I murmured. "I'm still wrapping my head around the fact I have a mate."

      "We told you," Tanner said as he gave me a salute with his beer glass.

      Cal appeared from upstairs. He wore a pair of old sweats and a t-shirt and looked worse for the wear. After he pulled a beer, he grabbed a chair and squeezed in between Theo and Tanner. "What did I miss?"

      "Your mate, apparently," Tanner said.

      A strangled laugh bubbled from Molly. I pressed my lips together, but Theo lost it.

      I wasn't sure how Cal would react. The man we got back wasn't quite the same man who'd gone in. His eyes flared silver before he vowed. "I'll find her," he said. "Mark my words. The mating bond is active, but she's nowhere I can track her right now."

      Tanner's brows drew together. "What does that even mean?"

      Cal sipped his beer, a thoughtful expression on his face. "There are many realms a dragon cannot go," he said, his voice oozing mystery. "She'll be drawn back here by the mating bond. If not that, curiosity." A fleeting smile crossed his lips. "Red hair." He grunted. "I never thought I'd be mated with a redhead."

      "I've never seen her before," I remarked. "She doesn't seem like a shifter."

      "She isn't," Cal said, sounding completely sure of himself. "She's something I've never seen before. But her magic has a familiar taste."

      I tilted my head. "You can ... taste magic?"

      He inhaled and let the breath out slowly. "Live with the gods for a while and you'll pick up all kinds of neat tricks."

      The table fell silent as we digested that tidbit. Molly reached over and touched Cal's fingers. "It's alright to feel things," she said. "It's alright to talk about them and it's alright to ask for space."

      He squeezed her fingers once before he drained his beer and stood. "Good night," he said to us all. "Please don't let Scott do something stupid. Blaire will spook and disappear if he does." A taunting grin teased his lips. "And he's not nearly as good as I am about tracking. She has to be who she is, Scott," he said, his voice more serious now. "If you try to tame her, your bond will falter."

      "She's a witch," I blurted. Cal hated witches.

      His eyes tightened at the edges. "There are a lot worse things in the world than witches, my friend. Mark my words." Cal turned and walked up the stairs, and I noticed for the first time a tiny hitch in his usual carefree steps. He'd been injured. Seriously enough he wasn't healing correctly.

      I waited until he'd closed the door up there before I continued. "I don't know what happened to him. I hope time is the only thing he needs."

      Theo shook his head. "His mate will help that. Once he finds her."

      "What could she be if she's in a different realm?" Molly asked. She scrubbed a hand over her face and blinked several times.

      Theo stood, as if he understood her silent question. "We'll see you later," he said. "The babysitter is only there for another half hour. We can't risk it too much longer. Heidi will be up soon and we all know what can happen then."

      Total and utter chaos is what could happen. We said goodnight and when it was just Tanner and me, he spoke. "I had a mate once. Did you know that?"

      I froze with the beer halfway up to my mouth. I set it down slowly. "When?" I asked, my voice hushed. It wasn't unheard of for a dragon to have been mated before, but I thought I knew everything about Tanner. He'd never told any of us this.

      "When I was very young." His eyes shadowed in the dim light. "She died in childbirth and so did the babe." A muscle in his jaw ticked.

      I wasn't sure what to say. Sorry seemed inadequate. I'd never been mated before, but I knew it was the greatest gift the gods could bestow on someone. "Tanner, man." I rubbed a hand across my jaw. "Shit. I'm so sorry."

      "I don't think there's anyone else out there for me. Leah was it for me, man." He speared me with an intense look. "Whatever you do, don't fuck this up, you hear me? Don't squander this opportunity by being an asshole. Blaire might not be who you thought you'd be with, but she's tough as nails and she's put her life on the line for us more than once. Don't be the guy who lets that prize walk away." He bared his teeth in a semblance of a smile. "You might not like who comes after you."

      Tanner tapped the table twice and stood.

      Had he just threatened to steal my girl? I blinked, completely discombobulated.
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      I wasn’t okay. I’d played it cool while Scott and Cal were here, but now that it was quiet and I had more time to think, the only thought screaming through my head was mate. I’d somehow become the only witch in history to be mated to a dragon.

      A dragon I wasn’t too sure about. There was no time to think about him, though, not in the way I wanted to. I had work to do and if I didn’t get it done soon, the witch I needed to track down could wreak more havoc than I was prepared to deal with.

      I dragged on a pair of black skinny jeans, a dark tank and a long sleeved, thin black sweater. Where I was going, the weather could change in an instant, so I pulled on waterproof boots and grabbed a down jacket just in case.

      The house was still in shambles, so I took a few moments to seal most of the damage up with magic. Not many people would be brave enough to trespass here. Those who did would find themselves on the wrong end of my anger soon.

      With a wry look at the destruction of my bedroom, I shook my head and blinked out of existence.

      

      Teleportation wasn’t a common art with witches. Few knew it could be done and even fewer knew how to actually do it without leaving bits and pieces of their consciousness everywhere. It was one of the first things I’d ever learned and I realized it was one of my strongest talents. I could only carry one person with me and that took a lot out of me.

      If it were just me, I could teleport several times a day, though I usually only used it when I had to be somewhere quick and couldn’t get there fast enough using mundane means.

      Today’s case involved a male witch and his out of control spells. I’d heard of him before - his handler - the person I assign to every budding witch - was concerned he wasn’t catching on fast enough. At first, I hadn’t been worried. We all learned at a different pace. Then, he’d stopped showing up for his lessons. When it became apparent he had no intentions of coming back, Shara called me. She’d been unable to track him down on her own, though she’d gotten close a time or two.

      That was … odd. Especially odd since we took blood from every new witch in our organization. A small spot of blood onto a thin length of twine and stored in the leader’s vault until such time they either died (common enough with black witches messing around with things too powerful for them), or they decided to leave us. Also common enough, but in cases like those, we held onto the twine for a few years to make sure they weren’t going to cause any trouble. It didn’t prevent everything, but most people who left just wanted to be by themselves.

      I’d spoken to Shara a few days before my arrival and she’d assured me she’d used his blood to form a tracking spell. It just hadn’t worked. There were few things truer than the balance of our blood and if it hadn’t found him, then either someone had lied about taking it from him or the balance of his blood had shifted so much that the spell no longer recognized him.

      Both scenarios were concerning, so I’d come - a little later than I’d originally planned, thanks to Cal’s untimely crash through my roof.

      I stood in the middle of a field. Snow was already on the ground, though it was a light scattering. The skies above me were overcast and grey, and the wind blew cold and unforgiving against my face. Colorado winters could be brutal, but lately the weather in the state had been changing more rapidly than usual. I looked around and once I was sure I was alone, I stepped out of the circle I’d formed when I teleported in. Trees loomed high above me and the mountains were at my back. I didn’t know where this errant witch was, but I should be able to track him soon. I had to visit Shara first.

      

      Shara lived in a small cheery house on a few acres of land in remote Colorado. She smiled as she opened the door and welcomed me in. I didn’t like a lot of the witches under my command, but I’d always liked her.

      I wasn’t sure of her ethnicity, but if I had to guess, it would be Navajo. Her hair was long and dark as night, tied into a messy braid and secured with a ragged ribbon at the end. Her eyes were dark and friendly and when she smiled, which was often, her teeth were strong and white. Shara’s cheekbones were high and her jawline was strong. She looked more proud than beautiful, and more striking than pretty.

      “Would you like some coffee?” she asked as she turned to walk inside her house.

      I blew out a breath that steamed in the chilly air and stepped inside, closing the door behind me. “I’d love some,” I said as I peeled off my jacket. I hung it on the rack right by the door and followed her back.

      I wasn’t sure how Shara had gotten tied up with black magic since the Navajo had their own magic, but I’d never asked. A lot of people didn’t speak of the circumstances that had brought them to my doorstep.

      I, on the other hand, had never known anything else, so I grew up never feeling like this was wrong. But I also didn’t use fear or death to fuel my magic. This was sort of a sticking point with my underlings.

      Black magic was an odd name for what I did, though I used it because it produced the same results. My mother had been a powerful witch. My father was … something else. Something neither I nor my mother had a name for. She’d taught me everything I knew and cautioned me not to let people know how powerful I was. Powerful people had great enemies, she’d told me.

      When I first stumbled into the position I was in now, it had been because I’d shown my power. Not all of it. Not even most of it. But enough of it to scare the wits out of most of the magic users in the country. Or so I heard.

      I was appointed the de facto leader, named so because the real leader had disappeared some six months before I’d shown up. In my defense, I was trying not to die at the time I used my power, so it was an accident, regardless.

      I’d stumbled into another witch’s territory by accident and she’d responded with lethal force. At the time, I had no idea witches even had territories, and I had even less of an idea that they’d react like that. She’d come at me with a dark spell and the only reason I noticed it was because I heard it.

      Magic has a sound to me. Every kind is different, but a spell meant to incapacitate or even kill me sounded like broken glass. I’d heard it a few times in my life and even now, when the sound is mundane, it makes me sit up and pay attention.

      I’d barely dodged the spell. Remembering it now still gave me the shudders. I was barely out of my teens at the time, enrolled in college, and prepared to take the world by storm in the field of Marine Biology.

      She’d attacked me again, this time with a spell designed to make me harm myself, but my mother had shown me a charm years ago to prevent those kinds of spells. She had no patience for lazy witches, she’d told me.

      Realizing her aim was not to disarm me but to kill me, I had no choice but to respond with lethal force. I didn’t realize at the time loosing that much magic would put me straight in the crosshairs of an elusive organization currently short one leader.

      Ten years later, here I was having coffee in a witch’s house and about to hunt down a rogue who thought he knew better than we did. Part of me enjoyed this - the mystery, the hunt, the downfall of someone dangerous.

      The other part of me wondered if we were all dangerous and whether someone should put us all down. I suspected this was what kept me human. Someone who’d fallen too far on the other side wouldn’t wonder about how scary they were.

      Shara placed a steaming mug of coffee in front of me as I sat down at the table. The kitchen was light and cheery, the walls painted a bright soft buttercup yellow and the cabinets antique white. There was a cookie jar on the counter and crumbs around the bottom showing someone, probably one of her two kids, had already gotten into it.

      Shara sat down with a weary sigh and took a sip out of her mug. Her skin was darker than mine, but I could still see the shadows underneath her eyes. “There are escalating reports of missing animals,” she said. “More than usual.” She leaned over and pushed a pile of newspapers toward me. “But this is even more concerning.”

      I skimmed the headlines and one stood out to me.

      Seven People Missing After Local Street Festival  - police on the hunt for a suspect.

      I swallowed hard. “You think this is him?”

      Shara nodded. “I do. Todd always talked about his girlfriend - a woman named Melody.” She shook her head. “At first I didn’t think much of it, but I got an accidental look at some of the books he’d checked out at the vault. One of them was necromancy.”

      “His girlfriend died?” I ventured.

      “Leukemia,” she confirmed. “After that, he threw himself into the study of magic.”

      I pushed the paper back over to her. “And you’re sure the blood didn’t work?”

      Her eyes tightened at the edges. “I am,” she said, her voice a soft rasp in the quiet kitchen. “I saved a small bit for you if you want to try it, but I’ve cast that spell three times now. Each time it dumps me in the same place. An apartment complex in downtown Denver. The managers have no record of a Todd Peterson ever being a tenant there. I cast a finding spell and can’t find a trace of him anywhere around it.”

      “Weird,” I said, mostly to myself.

      Shara nodded and pushed a small sugar bowl over to me. I declined and we fell silent as I mulled the Todd problem. I could find him, I knew that. What I wondered was how powerful he’d grown and the precautions I needed to take before I did. The blood always worked. It’s why we took it.

      I set my coffee down. “Let’s see it, Shara. I’d like to get back home as soon as possible. I’ve left a … situation there.” There wasn’t a chance in hell I’d explain what the situation was. A lot of supernaturals didn’t believe dragons were real. Oh, to be that naive again.

      Shara stood and led me down to the basement. Most witches had a practice room - a place where their magic was concentrated. I could smell death before my feet hit the first stair. Shara didn’t practice as much as a lot of my other witches did - I suspected it was because of her background. The most powerful magic came from the largest sacrifices. I could tell the deaths were animals - mostly small rodents and birds. The magic residue here wasn’t as powerful as it would be if the deaths were larger. And … if they were human, Shara would have a death sentence on her head.

      The first thing I’d done when I came into power was ban the use of human sacrifice - a move that made me very unpopular, especially with the older witches. This, in effect, limited their power. I knew as well as everyone else there were witches who were defying my edict. I’d taken it upon myself to hunt them down. It was a slow process. Most of the older witches were crafty and sly. They could hide their behaviors better than a younger witch could.

      After a deep breath of fresh air, I began to walk downstairs, following Shara into her room of magic.

      I wasn't sure what to expect, but the smell of death inside told me not to get my hopes up.

      I was pleasantly surprised to find a clean room with a large patterned rug over the concrete floor. She probably had her circle etched underneath. It's what most witches did. I stayed away from it and followed Shara over to an apothecary table. I'd been meaning to get one of those myself. They were perfect for holding herbs and old recipe cards.

      She unlocked one of the bottom drawers and pulled out a small paper bag. I hummed in approval. A lot of people didn't realize using plastic would ruin your biological samples because placing it into anything other than plastic made your samples degrade a lot faster than normal.

      She tipped out a small white piece of twine with a ruddy colored stain on the edge of it. "This was all I could salvage. You should be able to get something out of it."

      I peered down at it, frowning. It wasn't a lot to go on. Shara stood behind me and slightly to the right. I didn't think much of it until I felt ... something. An unexplainable feeling twinging inside of me. I took a quick step to the right, away from her, but it wasn't fast enough.

      Pain exploded in the back of my head and I pitched forward. My hands flung out to break my fall. I crashed into the table and managed to snag the piece of bloody twine before I fell to the floor. I rolled immediately only to see a massive hammer strike the floor.

      Shara's teeth were pulled back in a grimace. She dropped the hammer and hissed with pain. I called my magic to me, spindling the dark matter in my mind and was about to shout the words when Shara fell upon me.

      The bitch punched me right in the mouth and I bit my tongue. Moaning with pain, I flung my arms up to keep her from hitting me again.

      Witches rarely fought like this. We had magic. But I understood why she was doing this. I was more powerful than Shara. If she could physically incapacitate me, she could take me.

      I tried to form the words to throw her back, but blood filled my mouth.

      If I managed to get out of this alive, I was taking a self defense class.
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      My head jerked up and my eyes went blurry. Blaire was in trouble. Pain bloomed down the bond, visceral and bloody. I dropped the bottle of tequila I held and bounded over the top of the bar, much to the customer's consternation.

      "Hey!" he yelled.

      "Fuck off!" I yelled back. Urgency tore through my body, revitalizing my cells and making me hunger for the hunt. Someone was hurting Blaire.

      Whoever it was would pay with their life.

      I caught the eye of Tanner and Cal. Both of them came to alert immediately. I pointed a finger outside and mouthed, Blaire. Both understood and the last thing I saw was them pushing through the Beastly crowds to follow.

      Theo was out of action a lot these days because of Heidi. He could handle the running of Beastly while we were gone. Catriona and Mindy were on shift tonight. They wouldn't need us.

      I burst through the doors and cloaked myself before I allowed my wings to unfurl and spread from my body. Within seconds I was in the air. I soared up through the clouds, whispering a quick prayer of thanks to the gods for the cloud cover. We had cloaking abilities, but they weren't always successful. Sometimes humans were immune to magic. There weren't a lot of them, but I'd run across a couple in my day.

      I heard Cal and Tanner behind me, our wings beating in succession.

      The beast inside of me spoke. She's in a remote area with a woman who smells of the woods.

      Colorado, I told him. She's in Colorado and she's with another witch.

      I sent the same messages to my brothers. They did not respond but kept up with my pace. We had an ability we rarely used to allow us to travel great distances quickly, but if we used it, we would not be able to perform magic for weeks afterward. We could still cloak and fly, but the most powerful of our magic would be rendered useless. Right now the bond told me she was fighting and holding her own.

      If that changed, I'd use it in a second.

      How long until we get there? Cal asked.

      We're a few hours out, I said.

      Tanner growled. Teleport, he urged. Now. Theo was the only one without this ability, though I knew there were other dragons who didn’t have it.

      Cal? I asked.

      Do it, he said. It's your mate.

      I grunted assent and closed my eyes. Magic tingled over my skin and I felt myself shatter into a million little pieces. I focused on the place where Blaire was and hoped it would work. I hadn't used these magics in hundreds of years. There was never a need to.

      Grim determination came down the bond. I sent a thought through it. Hold on, Blaire. I will be there in a moment. Shock was the response.

      I grimaced. I'd have to tell her that was one of the many things we could do with a bond. She wouldn't be pleased about it.

      And then there were no more thoughts, no more reason.

      

      My body re-formed outside of a small house. I lay on my side panting with effort. It was at least a minute before I could stagger to my feet. When I did, I weaved over to the door and broke it down. The sounds of a struggle came from below me and I rushed downstairs. I heard Cal and Tanner come in behind me, but I didn't wait for them. I was just about to step foot on the floor when a hand held me back.

      "Wait," urged Cal.

      I snarled at him and tore my arm away.

      "There's magic here," he warned and pushed in front of me. I blinked at him, only remembering now that Cal was not exactly like us. He stepped down on the floor and held his hands out to his sides.

      Blaire lay on the floor, struggling with a dark-haired woman. Neither of them noticed us. When you were in a fight for your life, the only thing you noticed was the person who was trying to take it away from you.

      A shockwave reverberated from Cal's fingers. I staggered back against Tanner. The dark-haired woman slumped forward, completely unconscious.

      "Go," Cal murmured.

      I pushed past him and tossed the other woman aside. Blaire was barely conscious. I gathered her in my arms.

      "Get the other one," I growled, the dragon so close to the surface I was having trouble controlling a shift. I couldn't afford to shift in the basement. I'd bring the house down around us.

      I didn't wait to see if Cal or Tanner listened to me. I stood, holding a limp Blaire in my arms and bounded back up the stairs. She needed a healer. Blood trickled out of her mouth and one eye was already turning black and blue. Her cheeks were swollen and her breathing was ragged. I sent my senses down the bond and realized she had a head injury. My fingers dug gently through her hair and discovered a large goose egg. Blaire moaned in my arms.

      Rage filled me as I stalked outside. I couldn't transport her back the way I'd come. I'd have to fly, but I wasn't sure she'd make it. I pulled out my cell and dialed the only person I could think of who might know how to help me.

      "Is she alright?" Molly asked, her voice breathless.

      "Where can I take her that's safe?" I said, my voice a rumbly growl. "She needs a healer."

      There was a pause over the line. "How bad?" Molly asked. She sounded in control and serious now, whereas before she'd sounded scared. There was no place for fear right now and we both knew it.

      "Head injury. Someone hit her with something. Facial injuries and swelling. I don't know. The head injury seems pretty serious and something that needs to be tended to, sooner rather than later."

      "There's a healer in Denver," Molly said. "But she isn't ... nice."

      "I don't give a shit about nice, Molly," I snapped. "Is she competent?"

      "Very," she assured me. "But Scott, I think you need -"

      I interrupted. "I don't care. Tell me where she is."

      Molly rattled off an address. "She's powerful, Scott. Do not underestimate her."

      "How powerful can a healer be?" I scoffed at the notion.

      "She is not just a healer." Molly paused. "She's something ... I've never been able to figure it out."

      I stared down at the woman in my arms. "I'll take my chances." I hung up the phone and jerked my head up at the sky. I didn't have to say a word.

      Seconds later, we were airborne.

      

      The healer lived smack in the middle of town in a townhome painted a bright and cheery blue. It seemed out of place in the rows of neutral colored homes. Hers had plants blooming vibrantly in the small front yard and in hanging baskets on the small front porch. I made sure the cloaking was in place before I landed. It wouldn't do at all for me to show up in the city holding a woman who, for all intents and purposes, appeared to be dead. I stepped up to the porch and rang the doorbell, snorting when the sound of it was Metallica's Enter Sandman.

      I looked back and Cal was grinning from ear to ear, his eyes sparkling like they only did when he knew something. I narrowed my eyes at him for a moment and looked at Tanner.

      His brows were drawn together in annoyance. Tanner hated heavy metal and firmly believed the world would be a much better place without it. I was neutral. Metallica had its place in the world. But so did Sir Mix-A-Lot and Beethoven. I was a music whore. I would get into bed with any music as long as it fit my mood.

      The door opened and a tiny woman stood there glaring up at me.

      I couldn't place her age. She was anywhere between thirty or sixty. Her skin was darkened by the sun and she had the most stunning hazel eyes I'd ever seen. They were a mix of green and copper and right now, they narrowed in annoyance.

      "What do you want?" she snapped. Her gaze trailed down to the woman in my arms and her lips thinned. It took me a moment to realize she could see right through my cloaking. I stood a little straighter and stared a little harder.

      Her hair was the color of darkened wheat and she stood, at most, five foot tall. She wore a scarf tied in her hair and a black tank top tucked into a pair of blousy, brilliant blue cotton pants. Her feet were bare. Someone behind me, Tanner possibly, sucked in a shocked breath.

      Her arms were corded with lean muscle and her jaw line was sharp as a knife. The woman's lips were generous, but it was hard to tell that because she was pissed off. Her cheekbones were high and her face free of makeup.

      Whoever this was, she was stunning.

      "Give her to me," she snapped, holding her arms out for Blaire.

      I blinked. "Uh. She's heavy," I said.

      "No shit," she said. "Give her to me," I said.

      Pissed off, I handed Blaire over, mad enough to not care if she dropped her. The woman took her with ease and turned to walk into her house. I turned to give Cal and Tanner a WTF look, but I stopped when I saw Tanner's eyes glowing green.

      My eyes widened and I looked over at Cal who merely wiggled his eyebrows at me. "Fuck me," I muttered as I walked inside the house.

      Power beat at me as soon as I crossed the threshold. Whoever this was, Molly was right. She was no mere healer. I held the door open for my brothers. As soon as we were all in, I looked around. There was nothing out of the ordinary. Her house was sparkling clean and looked like a normal person's home would. The walls were painted a pastel green and the floor beneath our feet was the wood look ceramic tile people liked. I wondered absent mindedly if she had children. A lot of people chose tile because wood was ruined easily.

      But I didn't hear any other people, young or not, inside the home. I followed the woman into the living room. She laid Blaire on the couch and began to move her fingers all over her. When she touched the back of her head and found the knot, she winced in sympathy. When she finished, she crossed her fingers in her lap and stared at me.

      "We need to discuss payment," she said.

      I gaped at her. "Excuse me? Right now?"

      She nodded. "Right now."

      My upper lip curled and a growl came from low in my throat. Tanner's answering growl startled me. It didn't sound agreeable. It sounded ... territorial.

      I shut my eyes for a brief moment. I could not afford to get into a fight with Tanner. "What payment do you request?"

      The woman's hazel eyes narrowed. "What can you afford to give me?"

      "Anything," Tanner said, his beast close to the front of his voice. Cal reached over and put a hand on Tanner's arm.

      "Anything is broad," the woman said. "My name is Clara. I can heal your woman, but I do not do favors for free. We barter or you leave." There was a slight accent I couldn't place.

      "Money," I said. "How much do you want?"

      She shook her head slowly. "I have all the money I care to want. Something else." Her gaze looked like it was looking through me and her lips parted a moment later. "You are dragons," she said with something akin to awe.

      I had no idea how she knew that, but I nodded. I'd tell her whatever she wanted if she would just fix Blaire.

      "A favor," she said suddenly. "For the future. One of my choosing."

      "No," Cal said before I could respond.

      I turned horrified eyes to him. "Cal."

      He shook his head, his eyes grave. "No. Not this. Bargain for it," he told me.

      "One favor, mutually agreed upon, used within six months."

      The thrill of the hunt gleamed in her eyes. "Not all of it. One favor. Mutually agreed upon. Used within two years."

      "One," I said. "All the other terms, used within one year. No murders. Nothing that can get us in trouble with human authorities. Nothing that results in us giving kids away or any stupid shit like that."

      "Done," she said too quickly. Clara stood. "Tell me what happened." Her eyes lingered on Tanner for a moment before she pursed her lips and turned her attention to Blaire.

      "Witches," I snarled. I realized at that second that the other woman was nowhere to be found. I spun back to Cal and he placed his index finger over his lips telling me not to mention it. "She was taken by surprise and hit in the head with something. I'm not sure what. When we got there, the woman was on top of her."

      Clara bent and opened Blaire's fingers. She pulled out a piece of twine and studied it for a moment before she carefully put it on the table. "No one touch that," she said. She brushed Blaire's hair out of her face and put both hands on either side of her face. "Stay quiet," she commanded as she closed her eyes.

      A warm golden glow surfaced from the palms of her hands. Blaire's face glowed with it. Her eyelids fluttered and she moaned as the light filled her.

      Seconds later, Clara was done. "She had a skull fracture and a pretty serious concussion. If you hadn't brought her when you did ..." she shook her head. "Let's just say it was a good thing you did."

      I swallowed hard and sank down beside Blaire. I took her hand, knowing full well if Blaire had been conscious, she wouldn't have let me. I kissed her knuckles and sent a prayer up to the gods.

      Clara's voice grew more gentle. "She will need at least a couple of day's rest. I didn't have the time to heal her like I preferred. The damage was too great."

      My hands shook and I looked up at her. "Thank you," I said, my voice hoarse.

      She flinched at the words. I frowned and was about to say something else when she interrupted. "Never thank a creature like me, Dragon. You'll find yourself in more debt than you know what to do with." We locked gazes and I saw more than I'd like to in that moment. Something ancient swam in the depths of her hazel eyes. I looked away quickly and swallowed hard with fear. She was older than me. Certainly more powerful. Doubly as dangerous.

      "The warning you gave is kind," I said carefully. "And so is your treatment of my wife. We will take our leave now." I rummaged in my pocket and pulled out a card for Beastly. "To fulfill our bargain, find me here."

      She took the card and made it disappear. "Take her straight home and, if she's conscious, feed her something filling."

      I nodded and stood, carefully gathering Blaire in my arms. When I was ready, I turned and saw Cal walking toward the door. Tanner stood stock-still staring at Clara. The woman waved her hand at him. "Leave, dragon. Your time will come. I do not agree with the way you dragons do things, but I will answer this call in my own time."

      Tanner looked like he wanted to argue, but when her eyes flared a deep cerulean blue, he blinked. Just like that, his beast was gone and there stood Tanner looking slightly befuddled.

      How in the hell had we gone from being the most powerful things in the country to getting our asses beat down by strong, scary powerful women? I looked down at Blaire, knowing she had some tricks up her sleeves that could bring me to my knees, and I realized ... I didn't care.

      I didn't care that she was a witch. I didn't care that she practiced black magic. I didn't care that she could probably drag me clear across the country and make me beg her to stop.

      I only cared about her.

      "Fuck," I muttered with feeling as I stepped outside. I wouldn't wait on Tanner. He was a grown man. If Clara was his mate, and it was looking more and more like she was, the gods help us all. That chick was scary as hell.

      I also suspected she was fae, but I wanted to get some more info. I'd never seen one of the fae, and I didn't think they lived among us. They were too powerful and too old to exist with us.

      Dragons had adapted. The fae had shown long ago they weren't so good at playing on a team. They'd retreated to their underground barrows and their other worlds, leaving us all in the peace we'd so deserved.

      Until today, of course. If she was a fae, I wondered how many others there were living in this country.

      And I'd just made a bargain with one. Probably not the smartest thing I'd ever done, but as bargains went, it seemed like it was on the harmless side.

      I cloaked myself, spread my wings, and was in the air before I could overthink it.

      

      Molly met us at the door when we finally made it home. Blaire hadn't stirred much at all. The goose egg at the back of her head was diminished in size. There was some color back in her cheeks and whatever Clara had done to her had cleaned up her appearance. The swollen eye was mostly normal size now and there was no more blood on her face.

      Still, Molly gasped as she saw her friend and held the door open wide so we could all pass through. "There's a bed upstairs with clean linens on it. I made sure to wash and change everything."

      "Thank you," I growled. "But she's going home with me tonight."

      Molly's eyebrows rose to her hairline, but she didn't argue with me. Theo had been unreasonable most of the time their bond was forming. I didn't think I was quite as bad, but Molly quietly stepped out of my way and allowed me to stalk past her without saying a word.

      As soon as  I was upstairs, I laid Blaire on the bed and took off her boots. She was already a small woman, but now that she wasn't running her mouth on a constant basis, she looked even smaller. When she was herself, she seemed six feet tall. Now she seemed diminished almost. Power still beat against my skin when I stood near her, but it was quiet. Worried almost.

      I brushed her hair back from her face and pulled a seat up at the head of the bed. I knew she was going to be okay, but she'd scared me to death today. I wanted to hold her close and not let anything or anyone touch her.

      Keep her, the dragon said to me. She is a prize.

      She's also human, I told him. She will chafe at restraints, no matter how silken they might be.

      The dragon harrumphed at me. It is for her own good.

      I want her to love me. She will hate me if I stifle her. I knew it like I knew my own name. Blaire wasn't the kind of woman to be handled with kid gloves. When she woke up, we'd talk. I wanted to know why that woman was attacking her and what she planned to do about it.

      Voices from downstairs alerted me that Cal and Tanner were back. I gave her a last look before I headed downstairs.

      Cal held the other witch in his arms, a look of distaste on his features. We still had several hours before we opened, so we could keep her here for a while.

      "Restrain her," I said to Tanner and Cal. "I'll wake her up when she can't get free." I glanced at her dark features and realized she was Native American. "Gag her so she can't speak and make sure she can't use her fingers to make any gestures. I had no idea what the witch was capable of and wasn't in the mood to find out. I had no idea how I'd get her to communicate if she was gagged, but we were creative. We'd figure it out.

      I poured myself and everyone else, besides the witch, a stiff drink and brought them all over to a large table Cal and Tanner had set her at. I put all the drinks down besides my own and pulled up a chair to her. The woman's head was slumped, but her breathing was erratic and I could smell her fear.

      She was awake. I'd give her a moment before I started in earnest on her. She'd harmed my mate. I didn't give a shit if she was the fairer sex. In my experience, witches didn't care who they harmed. Cal and Tanner sat at the table and Molly sat down beside me. She put a cool hand on my arm and gave me a long look. Theo's mate pleaded with me quietly for mercy, but I was never a merciful person. Especially not when it came to my mate or any women in general. I hated when people hurt women.

      But I wasn't above it in cases like this.

      When her fingers twitched and tried to twist themselves into shapes, I threw my whiskey in her face. She gasped and inhaled, only to sputter and choke.

      "Surprise," I said, my face only inches from hers.

      The woman's eyes widened in horror and moved wildly as she took us all in. I held up three fingers.

      "Three dragons here," I told her in a conversational tone. Then I pointed at Molly. "She is not a dragon. She's something fucking scary and you don't want her to show you." Molly, playing bad cop, allowed the beast inside her to roil across her eyes. They glowed silver and Cal and Tanner each hitched a few inches back. We'd all seen what the Hamrammr could do when pissed off. She'd gotten a lot better at controlling it, but none of us were keen to see what happened if she ever lost control again.

      The woman's nostrils flared and her eyes went wild, like a horse being bridled against its will. I crossed my arms over my chest and kicked my chair back onto its back legs like I had all the time in the world. In reality, I was dying to extract information from her. And I wanted to know it before Blaire woke up because I wanted to solve this problem for her. I knew she would hate me for it. I couldn't help myself.

      "Now," I said, my voice calm. "I'm going to remove the gag from you. If you try to say anything other than what I want you to, Molly here," I pointed at Theo's mate and she rewarded the witch with a terrifying smile, "will break your neck."

      I smiled at the horrified witch. "Do you understand?"

      She nodded quickly. Molly made a show of popping her knuckles which might have been a bit overkill. I nodded at Cal and the dragon stood up and untied the gag. The witch's breathing was harsh and her nostrils flared as she looked wildly around.

      "Where am I?" she demanded.

      "New Orleans," I told her. "My turn. Why did you hurt Blaire Adkins?"

      Two high spots of color appeared on her cheeks and her lips tightened. She refused to meet my gaze.

      I waited for a count of five. "I'll ask you one more time. That's all."

      Molly issued a low snarl, deep in her throat and so impressive even I got the shivers. I fought to keep the amusement off my face. "Tell me why you hurt Blaire."

      The witch looked at Molly and whatever she saw in her face must have scared the shit out of her because she started to talk. "She's an abomination," she said, her voice low and harsh.

      One of my eyebrows rose. "How so?"

      "Her magic isn't like ours," the witch spat. "She refuses to allow us access to our full power."

      Cal's head tilted curiously. "You mean sacrifice," he said bluntly.

      She nodded. "That's how black witches draw their power."

      Cal's eyes widened with understanding. "But Blaire doesn't?"

      The witch's lips peeled back in a snarl. "No. And none of us can figure out how she does it." She realized she said too much and she pressed her lips together.

      "So you're jealous," Molly said. Her voice was level and cool, no hint of the seething anger I knew was roiling inside of her. Blaire was her best friend, godmother to her daughter.

      "We aren't jealous," the witch spat. "We all deserve to embrace our birthright."

      "You aren't talking about animal sacrifices," Cal offered lightly. "You want to sacrifice humans."

      Molly's gasp of horror told me she hadn't quite realized how witches drew their power. She sent a curious glance upstairs and then turned her attention to the witch. "How many of you sacrifice humans?" she asked.

      "I don't," the witch said.

      "Not yet," Cal said mildly.

      She huffed an annoyed breath out. "I'm not powerful enough to hide my magic yet, so I can't use humans until I've learned to cover my tracks."

      Molly's eyes widened as she listened to the witch casually talking about the murder of a human being. "And all the witches feel the same way?"

      "The important ones," she said. She sighed and tried to adjust her position in the chair.

      "So you tried to kill her to make room for a new leader?" I asked. That was almost always what it was. A coup.

      "She never should have been put into the position," the woman snarled.

      "That wasn't up to you to decide," I said mildly. "The person with the most power is entitled to the position." I studied my nails. "Or you don't think Blaire has enough power? Is that it? Is there someone stronger who wants the position?"

      The woman looked away from me.

      "Answer the question, witch," Cal said, his eyes glowing a freaky silver. We hadn't had the time to sit down and discuss his absence yet, but that time was coming. "Answer the question and you may yet live."

      I wasn't sure I was going to let her live and from the look in Cal's eyes, I wasn't sure he was either. Maybe he was trying to get her to relax some and get all the info we could from her.

      "Not more powerful, no. She agrees with the old ways." The witch looked away from Cal and down at her feet.

      "And there was no other way to take Blaire out other than an old fashioned physical assault. She'd outmagic you in a heartbeat. As well as anyone else who came at her in a frontal, magical assault." I clucked my tongue. "You took the coward's way out, my friend. Blaire won't like that very much."

      "I shattered that bitch's skull," the witch snarled. "She won't wake up."

      The beast flared within me and my hands shot out, but Molly got there first. A loud crack sounded in Beastly and the witch slumped forward. Molly gave her an impassive glance. "Sorry to tell you, bitch," she hissed, "but you're wrong."

      The room fell so silent you could hear the dripping tap I'd been meaning to fix for weeks now. Cal, Tanner, and I stared up at Molly and once again remembered why she was the baddest person in the room. I wasn't sure I would have broken her neck. I would have done ... something. Maybe.

      But Molly didn't hesitate. She would always be more of a monster than any of us.

      But a monster was exactly what we needed tonight.
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      My head felt like tiny garden gnomes were banging shovels against the inside of my skull. It hurt so much I could barely even catch my breath. I moaned and shifted, sucking my breath in at the pain.

      I wasn't dead.

      Bully for me.

      The last thing I remembered was Shara on top of me trying to choke the life out of me and almost succeeding.

      Then ... I closed my eyes and sighed. Then Cal had stepped in followed by Scott and Tanner and since I wasn't dead, I could only assume the dragons had saved me.

      A tear slipped down my face as I thought about the close call I just had. The one time I thought I could actually let my guard down. The one time I trusted someone to stand behind me. I let out a shaky breath.

      Never again would I trust a witch. They were not my friends.

      I swallowed hard and tried to shift a little so I could get out of bed. Nature was calling and I wasn't sure I was strong enough to answer it.

      There was a soft knock and I moaned to myself. If this was Scott, I was going to die.

      Molly pushed open the door. I tried to smile but it wobbled and fell from my face. Molly tutted and rushed over to me, gathering me in her arms. The scent of coriander and magic washed over me and as I lay against her, power soaked from her to me and I could breathe again.

      "I didn't know you could do that," I mumbled against her shoulder.

      "I don't tell anyone," she admitted as she stroked my hair. "The dragons can be babies sometimes and I don't want them coming to me every time they get a paper cut. I'm not a healer, but I can help with some things. A headache is one of those small things." She gently pushed me from her and held me by the upper arms. "You almost got yourself killed, my friend."

      "Shara," I said. "I have no idea why I trusted her." I shook my head, pleased to find that it didn't hurt to move much anymore.

      "We all need to trust someone," Molly murmured. "It's unfortunate you found out it wasn't her until it was too late."

      I touched the receding goose egg on the back of my head. "She hit me with a fucking hammer," I hissed. "Can you believe that?" I scoffed with disgust. "Of all the dirty, underhanded things to do. She couldn't even face me woman to woman."

      "Because she was weaker than you," Molly said. "She couldn't beat you if she tried."

      My eyes darkened with rage. "Oh I plan on visiting her again soon. Very soon."

      Molly's expression was carefully blank.

      "Mol?" I tilted my head. "What?"

      "Shar won't be up for visitors for a while," she said.

      I leaned away from her and studied her face. "And why is that?"

      "Because I killed her," she said matter-of-factly.

      I blinked. "You ... did what?" I knew Molly could be a bloodthirsty beast, but I'd never seen her intentionally kill anyone.

      "She's dead, Blaire. Cal and Tanner brought her back. Scott talked to her. She said some unfavorable things and I made sure she wouldn't see her next sunrise."

      It was all so cool and calculated that the hair on the back of my neck stood up. "Are you okay?" I asked, because I wasn't sure what else to say.

      She gave me a brittle smile. "You are one of the only people I love, Blaire. You, Theo, Heidi, the other dragons. That's it. I will always keep you close to my heart and I will violently murder those who trespass against you. Do not ask me to change this about myself. You are the family I've chosen. You are the people I choose to spend my days with and I will suffer no witch to live who hurts you or anyone I care about."

      Gooseflesh rolled over my skin and tears sprung to my eyes. I tried to swallow and my throat was too thick with tears to do so. My head bowed. Love wasn't something I had a lot of in my life. Even the bloody, horrible kind.

      "Okay," I finally managed. I'd do the same for her. I'd do the same for her daughter. I reached over and squeezed her hand. "I'm glad you're my friend because you're way too scary not to be."

      A deep laugh escaped her and she pulled me in for a hug. "I love you, Blaire," she said against my hair. "Don't ever scare me like that again."

      I hugged her back and asked the question I'd been dying to know. "Scott found me through the mating bond, didn't he?"

      Molly nodded, an unhappy smile on her face. "He did. I won't lie. It can be intrusive. Especially at first. But once you open yourself up to it and let yourself love him, it's the most glorious thing in the world. He knew you were in trouble immediately and he tore out of here like his tail was on fire." She reached over and took my hand. "I know you, but I think you should at least try to give him a chance. You're the first witch who's had this opportunity." Faint color touched her cheeks. "Theo is ... amazing." She shrugged. "He's a wonderful husband and he adores Heidi. I've never had this much happiness in my life and all I want is the same for you."

      Molly patted my hand. "I want you to know that, but I also don't want you to feel pressure. If you don't want him, that's one thing. But if you want him and are too scared to accept him, that's completely different. Don't let Scott bully you into a relationship if you don't want it. The mating bond is a sacred thing, but both people have to agree to it." A grin slid onto her face. "And those dragons don't want to take no for an answer."

      I thought about her words. "I've always wanted to have children," I admitted. "A lot of people don't want witches. I don't think Scott wants me."

      "Scott wants you very much," she chided me. "Once the mating bond formed, all thoughts of what you are flew right out of his head. Now he only cares about who you are."

      "I don't think it's that easy," I said. "My head feels a lot better. Thank you."

      "My pleasure," she said. "I bet you have to pee."

      I laughed out loud. "So bad," I told her.

      She slid off the bed and held out an arm. "I'll help you there and leave you to it. Just let me know if you need help on the way out. I'll stay within ear shot."

      I took her arm and let her help me out of the bed. My legs were a little wobbly but nothing that couldn't be managed.

      "You're up way earlier than the healer thought you would be," Molly said. "She thought you'd be down for days."

      "Healer?" I asked as we shuffled over to the bathroom.

      "Mm hmm," she said. "A woman I met while on the run. She isn't only a healer. I have no idea what she is but she bleeds power."

      "If I woke up feeling that terrible, I guess I must have been in bad shape." I probed at the goose egg again and it was only slightly tender.

      "If Scott hadn't made it when he did, you and I wouldn't be talking right now," Molly said, her voice an octave lower than it was a moment ago.

      I ducked my head in apology. "I owe him my thanks."

      Molly flipped the light on in the bathroom and helped me in. "That's up to you," she said right before she shut the door. "He isn't a bad guy," she said from the other side of it.

      I snorted. Molly was biased about the dragons.

      

      A few hours later, I was doing a lot better, but I was starving. I headed downstairs, dressed in the clothes I'd left my house in. Sometimes there was food at Beastly - some days better than others. When I hit the last step, the soft voices I heard stopped abruptly.

      I locked eyes with Scott and I swear I saw something flash in his gaze when he looked at me. Something ancient and primal. He set his beer down and came up to me.

      "We have stroganoff in the fridge. You hungry?" His eyes were soft and concerned. The touch on my elbow as he guided me over to the table was gentle.

      "Starving," I said as I took my seat.

      "Good," he said, his voice gruff. A few moments later, he set a glass of water down and a dark beer. He left without saying a word and went back to the kitchen.

      Cal sat across from me. "Dragons like taking care of people." He paused. "Especially their mates."

      I tried not to wince, but Cal chuckled. He'd seen right through me.

      "Molly had a hard time with it, too. It's different than it used to be," he said. He tipped his chair back and clasped his hands behind his head. "Men and women are different. The social roles are being reversed." A small grin stole across his face. "I like it that way. It's how it should have always been. If we hadn't had you last time, we'd probably all be dead."

      A warm flush of pleasure at his praise colored my cheeks. "Thank you, Cal," I said. "It was my pleasure to help."

      His seat settled to the floor with a click. "Try not to be hard on Scott," he advised me. "When the mating bond kicks in for a dragon it can be pretty intense." He speared me with eyes that weren't the same as the man I'd known before. "And maybe try not to break his heart."

      Scott came out of the kitchen, bearing two bowls of steaming food. He set one down in front of me and carried the other to his seat. The fork was already in the bowl. I mumbled a quick thank you and fell on the food like a starving person.

      I hadn't expended a lot of energy over the last few days, but I guess getting the crap beat out of you can make you pretty hungry. Cal got up and left us alone, giving Scott an unreadable look before he winked at me.

      Scott's eyes were on me the entire time I ate. I didn't want to look at him because I wasn't sure what to say, so I kept my eyes downcast. When I was finished, I took a long drink of the beer and finally met his gaze. Squaring my shoulders, I mustered up the courage to say what I was thinking.

      "Thank you for coming to my rescue." I tapped my fingers on the table, a nervous staccato beat, until I realized it and made myself stop.

      "It was my pleasure," he said. His plate was empty, too. I was so consumed by my food and trying not to look at him that I hadn't even noticed he was eating.

      "The stroganoff was delicious," I said lamely.

      A slow, wide grin broke over his face. "It's a family recipe," he said. "Updated for modern times. I make it a couple of times a month no matter what season it is."

      So the man could cook? Color me surprised. "Was it red wine in there?"

      "White. I use a pinot grigio." His gaze was intent upon my face as if he was cataloguing all of my bruises. They'd faded fast so whatever the healer did to me worked quickly. "You weren't supposed to be up for a few days. The healer said you would need to take it easy for at least a few days."

      I wiped my mouth with the napkin he'd provided me and shook my head. "I need to find out who wanted me dead."

      He winced at my comment. "Shara didn't tell us much, I'm afraid."

      Scott didn't mention she was dead, possibly trying to spare my feelings. "Molly told me," I said and stood holding my plate and glass.

      He jumped out of his seat and took them from me. "I'll take them. You can go back upstairs and rest. The healer mentioned you'd need a few days."

      I stiffened. "You already said that and I already told you no."

      One of Scott's eyebrows went up. "Did you? I could have sworn you said you needed to find the person who wants you dead. You can do that after you heal."

      I chewed on my lip, Cal's words coming back to me. I wasn't a kind and gentle person, but I would try. The man had just saved my life. I inhaled and exhaled and counted to five before I spoke again.

      "Waiting even a day could mean the difference between life and death. These are witches, not humans. I left a lot of blood in Shara's home. I need to go back and destroy it." I met his gaze then and I saw that while he was hearing me, he wasn't exactly listening. There was a leashed energy in him and I knew he was driven to keep me safe. It was biological.

      He'd find I wouldn't be a very good captive.

      "Then I need to wipe out the witches who want me gone. You don't wait when a coup is happening. You crush it immediately." I turned to go, but Scott took my arm.

      "Stay, Blaire," he said, his voice gruff. "We both know you can fight the witches with your eyes closed."

      I turned back. "Oh? Is that the reason why I'm here? Why you had to bargain with a healer for me? They surprised me." I blinked away tears - angry ones. Rarely had anyone ever taken me by surprise and it pissed me off.

      His eyes softened. "It's not your fault."

      I flung a hand up. "Don't patronize me. It is my fault. It's my fault for trusting people who aren't trustworthy." I hadn't met a single witch I could trust. Not since the first moment I'd been boosted to this position. Even the people who found me and helped me harness my magic told me to be wary of who I surrounded myself with. It was a lonely existence.

      "Trust is not a flaw," Scott said gently.

      "It is when you're the leader," I said. I pulled away from him and started back upstairs.

      "Blaire?"

      I paused in the middle of the staircase. "Yes?"

      "I can make you stay, you know." Scott's posture was confident. His expression oozed arrogance. It was the wrong thing to say to me - the worst thing. I didn't give a crap what I'd left behind, which wasn't much. I wasn't going to stay here another moment with him and his possessive attitude.

      "You can try," I said, allowing a hint of dark power to roll into my eyes. Any other time it would have scared him. Now that we had this ... bond it was almost like it was a challenge for him.

      "You're my mate. I can find you anywhere." He stalked up the steps like a hunter.

      I grinned at him, full of challenge and righteous anger. I knew the second before he reached out to try to grab me. "Has no one ever taught you not to challenge a witch?"

      I held up my hand and snapped my fingers, disappearing just as he reached out to take me by the arm. Whatever he had planned, I didn't know. Tie me up? Lock me in a room.

      My mocking laughter as I disappeared made him roar. I landed right in the living room of my home, even more pissed off to see it hadn't managed to fix itself. Some things couldn't be fixed by magic. Things like construction or giant holes in your roof caused by magical shenanigans.

      "Shit," I said with feeling. I'd plugged the holes with magic, but I'd need to call a contractor.

      First, though, I needed a shower and a hotel room. I couldn't afford to stay here too long. Scott knew where this place was. He was right that he could find me through the mating bond. I remembered Molly asking me a few years ago how to hide from Theo. I told her it was a terrible idea. It was good advice, but I was terrible at taking my own advice.

      I rushed into the room I performed my magic in and got to work.

      I had a dragon to avoid.
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      Hot blooded anger boiled within me as Blaire disappeared. How can she not see what I'm doing? How can she not want someone to take care of her? I stalked up the staircase to look in her room just in case she went there, but I couldn't smell her anymore. I threw open the door and there was no sign of her other than the wrinkled sheets on the bed she'd slept in. My breath came in ragged gasps and I stopped and tried to steady my thoughts. She was still there at the end of the bond and when I focused on her I realized she was back in Seattle.

      A growl of pure frustration came from my throat when I remembered I could no longer get to her instantly.

      Voices from downstairs trickled up to me, and I heard Molly's bright laughter.

      They were laughing at me. I knew they were. Normally, I wasn't a possessive asshole, but maybe I'd always been, I just hadn't been invested enough.

      I stalked back down the stairs only to see everyone sitting around one of the larger tables wearing bright grins and looking at me.

      Theo raised a beer and said with apparent sympathy. "It sucks doesn't it, man?"

      I snarled at him and went back behind the bar where I poured myself a large vodka. Tossing that back, I clenched the edge of the bar and bowed my head trying my best not to destroy something.

      "She left," I growled. "Disappeared right in front of my face."

      "What did you say to her?" Cal asked, his voice full of good cheer.

      My gaze snapped to him and he was almost glowing with amusement. "I didn't say anything," I lied.

      Tanner snorted. "We all know you're lying. Tell us what you said and maybe we can help you."

      I poured myself another vodka. "I told her  I could make her stay."

      Molly gasped and her eyebrows shot up. "Oooh," she said as she winced. "Bad move."

      "Yeah no shit, Mol," I snapped.

      She held her hands up in mock surrender. "Blaire has been by herself for a long time. She doesn't need you."

      I could feel my lip curling in a sneer, but I forced my remark down.

      Molly shrugged. "She doesn't. You know it and your dragon knows it, but you're both battling with it. She doesn't need you, but I think she wants you. However, you and your misogynistic tendencies won't win the girl if you continue beating your chest and proclaiming you're Tarzan."

      Theo pressed his lips together but his eyes sparkled with amusement. I waved a hand at them. "You don't know what this is like."

      Theo burst out laughing. "I know exactly what it's like, man. You feel like all she does is run head first into danger, and you're helpless to stop it."

      That was ... exactly what it felt like. I growled and tossed the second shot back. "I need to find her."

      Molly shook her head. "I know Blaire pretty well. If you're expecting to find her through the bond, you might be searching for a while. You really pissed her off. She's too powerful to let you find her that easily."

      My brows drew together. "What does that mean?"

      "It means she can block you from drawing on it," Molly explained. She sent a guilty look over to Theo. "It's what I asked her to do for me, so I know she can. She told me it was a horrible idea." A laugh bubbled from her. "Blaire never takes her own advice, so I'd put money on her doing something to make it impossible for you to find her."

      "The mate bond is stronger than that," I said.

      "Wellllll," Cal drawled. "It's not necessarily stronger. A good witch can figure out a way to block its communication. Blaire doesn't want to be found." He shrugged. "But you're a dragon. You should be able to find her through mundane means."

      "I know where she is right now," I argued.

      "But you can't get there for hours," Molly retorted. "By the time you do, she'll be gone." She took a sip of her beer. "You don't have to listen to me. You can do whatever you want. But I know Blaire. She doesn't have time for anyone's shit." Her silvery eyes sparkled at me. "Especially a dragon acting like a possessive idiot."

      The beast flared in my eyes and Molly winked at me. "Come out to play, little dragon. Let me show you what a real monster is like."

      The dragon inside me backed down immediately and went to sleep. Molly was fucking terrifying.

      Tanner spoke then, a curious note in his voice. "Why did you say that, Mol?"

      My heartbeat picked up then. I didn't know how Molly knew, but I didn't want anyone else to know.

      She gave me a long look but shrugged after a moment. "We all have a beast living inside of us, no? Sometimes I see it a little better than everyone else." Molly flicked a hand at me. "Go, Scott. Do what you must, but trust when I say you'll need to use your senses this time rather than your bond. She's smart and she's a survivor. If you want her love, you need to be her partner. Not her master."

      My shoulders fell at her words. The beast inside of me slumbered, perhaps chastised by her warning. How could I be a partner to someone who might be more powerful than me?

      "I'll go tonight," I decided.

      "Where?" Cal asked.

      "Shara was in Colorado. Blaire lives in Seattle." My lips twisted as I thought about it. "Is there a directory somewhere?"

      "Of all the witches?" Tanner asked.

      Cal nodded. "There has to be. Perhaps Molly's healer friend could assist you. There is more to her than meets the eye."

      Tanner sat up a little straighter at the mention of Clara. "I'll go with you," he blurted. "For backup."

      Theo laughed again, enjoying all of us running around not having a clue what to do.

      Cal's eyes glinted with good humor. "I'll come, too," he said. "I've missed you all. Things had gotten boring where I was."

      Silence fell at his words. We had no idea where he'd gone or why he'd be bored. "When I get back from this, we're talking," I said. "We want to know everything."

      Cal looked away. "I can't tell you everything. I can tell you some things. And some things you won't want to know." He flipped a hand at us. "But we can talk. I've missed all of you."

      Molly reached over and squeezed his fingers. "We've missed you too. You still need to properly meet Heidi."

      Cal swallowed and met Molly's gaze. "I'd love to." Cal was a sucker for kids and always had been. I’d never met a dragon who didn’t love kids, but Cal had a soft spot for them, worse than the rest of us. He’d met Heidi but the little girl was still a little shy around him.

      "Good. When you return, I'll make dinner and maybe we can shut Beastly down for a little while for a reunion." During her pregnancy, Molly had become a whiz in the kitchen. Before Heidi was born, we’d sometimes let her set the specials in the kitchen. They were always a huge hit. After the baby was born, she hadn’t had much time and now Heidi was into everything and Molly only had two hands. Right now the focus was on trying to keep the toddler from blowing something up. She was just that curious.

      Theo and Tanner looked at each other and shrugged. "One night won't hurt."

      "It's a deal then," Molly said. "I'll make whatever you'd like," she said to Cal. "But everyone needs to get back here in one piece," she warned. "Witches are not to be trifled with. Even if one of them is your mate."

      "Duly noted," I said.
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      Calming down from Scott's overly eager male antics took me awhile. I still wasn't at my normal zen levels when I started the spell that would quiet our bond, so I took great care to double check every step. It wasn't a good idea to perform magic when emotions were high.

      I stared dubiously at the dark potion in front of me and wondered for the hundredth time whether this was a good idea. Normally, I'd discourage anyone from doing something like this, but witches were involved now. They weren't the dragons problems and, in spite of everything, I cared about all of them.

      I cared about Scott the most and that was the problem. There was a small part of me that liked how abrasive he was. Most of me bridled at the bit and wanted to bite his head off over it, though.

      Six hours had passed since I'd returned home. Longer than I wanted, but I couldn't rush magic and I had to ensure I was completely clean before performing any kind of spell. This one required a run out to the apothecary - a store a nice elderly woman ran. She thought she was selling mostly culinary herbs, but her husband was one of my people. Certain herbs were kept in the back. I wouldn't usually approve of keeping his wife in the dark, but some things were better left unknown. She was safer if she didn't realize what he was up to.

      I made sure my robe was tied securely around my waist and pulled my hair up into a ponytail. I couldn't risk it getting into anything.

      Blaire.

      I froze. My heartbeat picked up like prey and I looked around the room, even though I knew I wouldn't see anyone. The voice was in my head.

      Blaire, it said again. The voice sounded like...

      "Scott?" I said aloud. I was too curious to be angry.

      Close your eyes, his voice said. A frown appeared between my brow. I did not like being told what to do.

      Scott chuckled. Please, he amended.

      That was better. I sent my senses out to check for foreign magic, but I couldn't sense anything. That was almost more scary than finding it. I sat on the floor, closed my eyes, and opened my senses.

      Scott stood in front of me wearing a pair of loose fitting cotton pants and a white t-shirt. My mouth watered at the sight of him. He might be bossy but he was still drop dead gorgeous. "Hey," he said.

      "Hi," I said warily as I looked around. We were in a place of nothingness. There were no walls around us, but there was darkness. I could feel a cold floor under my feet, but I couldn't see it. Fog rolled around us.

      "How are you doing this?" I asked him.

      “A friend.” He shrugged. “Sort of. I wanted to apologize.”

      My eyebrows went up. "Seriously?"

      A laugh broke from him. “Seriously. It's easier here in this space between. My emotions aren't so ragged. I can think. The mating bond is hard, Blaire. Especially for us. For the woman it's not nearly as bad. Have you noticed anything?”

      The only thing I was noticing right now was how good he looked in those pants. I shook my head. "Not that I'm aware of." I'd been trained to look for mental or outside influences. I couldn't see anything except for the tattoos that represented the bond. They hadn't changed at all, and I still thought they were pretty.

      “That's good. If you haven't already noticed, we get possessive. Angry. For me, it's worse. I hoard things, Blaire, especially if I think they're mine.”

      He walked closer to me and my hands itched to reach out and touch the hard planes of his chest. I swallowed and chastised myself mentally. I didn't have time to drool over Scott, not when there were people trying to kill me.

      He stepped close enough to reach out and touch a lock of my hair. “So beautiful,” he murmured. His green eyes met mine. “Have I ever told you that?”

      Why was he being so nice to me? I shook my head and didn't say a word, not trusting myself to speak right now.

      “Then I've made a mistake. You're beautiful, Blaire. Everything about you. And your eyes ... I've never seen anything like them, even though I know you try to hide them.” He stepped closer, right into my personal space. My lips parted and my hands, the traitors, reached up and touched his chest. He shut his eyes and shuddered at my touch.

      "This space between? It's real?"

      “Astral, I think. Real enough. I can feel your touch, and I know you can feel mine. I know where you are but I wanted to give you some space. I'm sorry I tried to force you to stay. Our instincts can be difficult to overcome.”

      I stood on my tiptoes and brushed my lips over his. He stiffened for a split second in surprise, then grunted and crushed me against him. I gasped and he loosened his grip. Just a little. His mouth opened slightly and I felt the brush of his tongue against my lips.

      I opened to him like a flower unfurling for the morning sun. My hands roamed his body and plunged through the curls of his hair. He picked me up and I wrapped my legs around his waist.

      “I didn't intend for this to happen,” he murmured against my lips.

      "Shut up, Scott,or are you the kind of man who looks a gift horse in the mouth."

      He chuckled against my lips. “I can assure you I am not.” And then he let his hands do the talking.

      I broke the kiss off as his thumbs brushed the underside of my breasts. My head tilted back, giving him access to my neck. Scott kissed me everywhere, gaining his fill of me with his lips and hands. I felt a wall push against my back and, while I was momentarily confused, I didn't really give a shit where it came from if Scott didn't stop touching me. I pulled the edges of his t-shirt up and he stripped it off. I gasped as his golden skin came into view. He was ....

      "Perfect," I murmured.

      His dark chuckle sent gooseflesh over my skin. Scott edged the seams of my robe open and I tugged the knot at my waist, allowing it to fall away from me. I didn't know what I was doing. I felt insane and out of control, but I knew what I wanted. It wasn't to shut the bond off.

      It was just Scott. I hadn't been held in so long. My body craved it. My soul needed it. Scott's touch was unlike any other person I'd been with and there hadn't been many. I wanted him.

      I brushed my fingers across his jaw and placed a kiss there. He stilled.

      “Blaire?”

      "I want you," I told him. "I want this."

      "Here?" he asked.

      "Anywhere," I said.

      Scott's arms tightened around me and he laid me on the cool ground. Moments later, warm light trickled over my skin and when I opened my eyes, we lay in a field of wildflowers, the midday sun warming our bodies with gentle heat. Scott lay above me, propped up by one elbow, amusement in his eyes. “Clara has a sense of humor,” he said. “She must know what's happening here.”

      "The healer?" I asked.

      He nodded and brushed a kiss over my jaw. I lay underneath him, naked, unashamed of who I was. "You're overdressed for this moment," I told him.

      “Let me fix that.” Seconds later, I gasped as he hovered over me. He was perfect. The ridges of his body were hard and unforgiving and yet, there were parts of him that were silken and smooth. I wanted to open myself to him, give everything to him.

      Those feelings scared me, so I buried them down. Right now, we could have this one thing between us. If it went any further, then we could revisit it later. After I brought my witches back in line.

      He hovered over me. I shifted, allowing him access to all of me. He paused, poised at my center.

      Scott brushed a kiss over my lips and kissed down my neck. He paused at my breasts and circled one gently with his tongue. I gasped in pleasure as his fingers found my center.

      He played me like a violin, plucking and stroking me, until my nails clutched his shoulders and I begged him to stop.

      With one swift stroke, he entered me and my body stretched to accomodate him. I gasped in pleasure even as I stilled.

      "God," Scott groaned.

      "There is no god here," I said, my voice rough with pleasure. I dug my nails into his shoulders as he began to move above me.

      Our gazes met, his so emerald and green, lovely like the fields of spring.

      Mine, a voice inside of me said. I shut my eyes as pleasure built within me. Mine, it said again. He stroked deep inside of me and I knew the moment he started to lose control.

      My body tensed as his strokes grew more frenzied and wild. I threw my head back and moaned with pleasure. Seconds later, I exploded with bliss, my entire body rocked with my climax. Scott gasped and growled against my neck, each stroke sending shockwaves of pleasure through me.

      He collapsed, careful not to put his entire weight on me. “Blaire,” he said with a growl.

      "Mmm?"

      My foot began to burn. A frown formed on my face as I hissed with annoyance. It wasn't painful exactly, and yet something was definitely happening.

      Scott shifted off of me and looked at his ankle then looked at me.

      I'd forgotten. I couldn't believe it. Sex was one of the things the solified the bond. The main thing. I'd gotten so caught up in how sexy he was ...

      "Did you trick me?" I demanded.

      Scott looked floored. "Did I -" A thunderous frown overtook his handsome face. "Of all the fucking questions to ask me, you ask me that? Did it seem like I tricked you?" He threw his hands up in the air. Even pissed off, he was sexy as hell. "As I recall, you were all 'oooh Scott, I want you'." His voice was a prissy high pitched sound and I wanted to laugh, but I was also so pissed off I could barely speak.

      "I didn't want this!" I shouted.

      "The hell you didn't!" he shouted back.

      I pointed at my foot. "No, this, you moron! I didn't want this!" The tattoo was in full bloom - a riot of purple and gold flowers and the glow was even more pronounced than it was before.

      Scott took a couple of deep breaths. I have an ankle tattoo. A flowered ankle tattoo. Yours looks adorable. Mine looks like a prison rat named Mike made me his bitch.

      A smile threatened to overtake my face, but I glared at him instead. "This is your fault."

      He scrubbed a hand over his face. "It is, eh? I came here to talk to you. You're the one who wanted to do the horizontal mambo."

      "Mambo?" I echoed. Oh my gods, my mate was kind of an idiot. "Are you a fifteen year old boy now?"

      Scott sighed and ran a hand through his dark hair, causing it to stand up on end. Even rumpled, he looked mouthwatering. “I'm not sure what you want me to say here. Everything feels wrong. I'm in this.” he said, his gaze earnest. “I'm in this and I'm ready for whatever this is.”

      Fear speared me in the heart. Was I ready? I'd definitely been ready for sex. But was I ready for him? "We don't even really know each other?"

      He grinned and snorted in amusement. “We've known each other for over two years. We see each other several times a week.”

      "Then what's my middle name?" I demanded.

      “Rose.” he responded. I blinked in surprise. How in the world did he know that?

      "Okay. What's my favorite food?"

      Scott lay back in the wildflowers, his naked body glistening in the sunlight. I tried not to let my eyes stray. “You claim not to like pasta, but I see you eyeing it every time we have it at Beastly. You also like fish.” His nose crinkled at that. “If I had to guess, I'd say it's pasta, but you're in denial.”

      Damn it. I did love pasta.

      I sighed then, feeling defeated. "Then tell me," I said. "What's your middle name?"

      “Dragon's don't have middle names.”

      A laugh escaped me. "Favorite food then?"

      He rolled over and captured me in his arms. "Blaire," he murmured against my neck. "She's delicious."

      The feel of him made me long to bask in his warmth. "I have to go," I said. I didn't want to, but it was true.

      “Are you still going to block the bond?” he asked.

      I studied him for a moment. "No," I said. "Not right now."

      Hope flared in his eyes. “Thank you.” His body began to fade out. “Give me a chance,” he said. “Give this a chance.”

      As soon as he was gone, I opened my eyes all the way, disappointed to find I was back in my own house, even though I knew I would be. My body ached deliciously so I knew what we'd experienced was real, but a sick feeling hit me as soon as I realized what I'd done.

      I was on no form of birth control. I'd never had to worry about it. We couldn't catch diseases like humans could and pregnancy for us was notoriously difficult.

      "Shit," I muttered as I stood up. This had the potential to be really bad, especially if Scott and I couldn't work our difference out, but ... a baby. The thought of it made me smile. I could be a mom. Then I thought of my position and the smile fell off like melted butter from a spoon. This job was not conducive to being a mom. Especially not after earlier. I stood up, dusted my robe off, and grabbed my spellbook.

      I was going to find who was out to hurt me and I would make them pay.
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      I came to on my knees on Clara's concrete floor. She gave me a knowing smirk and a raised eyebrow, but to her credit, she didn't try to embarrass me in front of Cal or Tanner.

      "Did you find her?" she asked me instead.

      I opened my mouth and shut it, horrified to feel color creeping up my neck. Cal chortled, but Tanner was too busy staring at Clara to notice anything.

      "I did," I said after I cleared my throat. "We ... talked."

      "Oh, I bet you did," Cal murmured.

      I pressed my lips together to keep from grinning. I had no idea how he knew, but I wasn't surprised by it. "She won't mess with the bond. Right now." I shook my head. "It was the best I could get out of her." I could feel her presence. She was emotional about ... something. I couldn't tell what. There was an underlying hint of fear, but I couldn't sense anyone else around her. The fear felt personal.

      I stood up and brushed my knees off. I had to get me a pair of these pants. They were awesome. I tended to sleep naked, but sometimes it got a little cool in my apartment. I knew it was because of all the stones and crystals there. It was sometimes more of a lair than a human house, but I liked it and I liked being surrounded by all my things. I pulled the ruby I kept with me at all times out of the pocket of the pants and held it in my hand. I liked crystals, stones, diamonds ... things from the earth. The lab created gems didn't excite me as much because they had no emotions or feelings - no experiences with the world. The stones coming from the earth could tell me stories about people long ago or things they'd seen since the earth was young. I didn't always listen, but they were always speaking.

      "Are you going to her?" Tanner asked finally as he dragged his eyes away from the mysterious beauty.

      I nodded. "Not right this second. I have to figure out where she's going first. Then I'll follow her. Molly was right. She needs space and I plan to give it to her, but she isn't invincible."

      "We're in," Cal said as he nodded to Tanner. The other dragon gave me the thumbs up. How he and Clara were going to get together looked like it was weighing on his mind. We were all tied to Beastly and couldn't afford to lose him. New Orleans was his home.

      A mate bond was a powerful motivator, though, even if it seemed Clara had zero interest. We all knew she could tell it was simmering there. Clara didn't seem inclined to examine it. Even a little. That wasn't the way it worked with bonds, though. She'd find that out soon enough.

      I'm sure Tanner would delight in telling her so. I didn't know how it would go over, if I was being honest. Clara leaked power like a nuclear reactor, and I had a feeling we hadn't seen even an eighth of it. She reluctantly agreed to help me today, but I had to bargain for it again.

      Bargain, that is, until Tanner had stepped in and pulled her aside. Whatever he'd done, she seemed pleased which worried me. Tanner took the other bargain for himself. What he needed or wanted went unsaid in the room and neither of us asked.

      If she were fae, they should never feel like they're getting the better end of a deal. That was when things went to hell. Dragons and fae didn't mix normally. We had no reason to. For most of their existence, the fae stayed in their barrows or underground homes, or in fairyland or whatever the hell they called it. Dragons knew enough about them to be dangerous, but our knowledge didn't scratch much of the surface when dealing with them. What we all knew was to avoid bargaining with them unless it was absolutely necessary. They were tricky, sly folk and dragons preferred to solve things with their fists or claws. We were upfront and honest about most things.

      The fae ... were not.

      Clara performed the spell for me which allowed me to talk to Blaire and do other things, which was nice, if not a little creepy because Clara knew. I knew if I ever took that thought out and examined it after today, it would make me shudder. For now, I had too many other things to worry about than what a potential fae thought about our lovemaking. Or whatever Blaire called it.

      The bond was solidified. I could feel my mate at the end of it like a dark beacon. It felt right. Like she was home. Never in a million years did I think I'd be excited about claiming a witch, but Blaire was like an onion. There was good in there. A lot more good than she thought there was.

      Finding out she didn't sacrifice for her magic had set off a long, convoluted thought process about what she really was. If she was the only black witch who didn't have to rely on the pain and lifeblood of others to perform her work, was she really a black witch? And if she wasn't, should she be the one leading them?

      Not for the first time I wondered if she'd ever thought about this.

      Clara stood at the outskirts of the circle and put one toe out to smudge the chalk. "You can step out now," she said. She very carefully stayed at least three feet away from Tanner and did not make eye contact with him. Tanner's nostrils flared like he was in heat. He kind of was. We were all trying to politely ignore it. There's little worse than an unacknowledged mating bond.

      Clara was delicately torturing him whether she knew it or not. I thought she knew. Cal thought she knew about it.

      Tanner was only focused on claiming her. Those two were gasoline and matches. I hoped to be a safe distance away before they exploded.

      I stepped out of the circle careful not to touch Clara as I exited. Tanner was holding on by a thread and I wouldn't do anything to jeopardize him. Concern flashed in Cal's eyes and the other dragon stepped over to him, resting a hand lightly on his shoulders. Tanner blinked a few times and his eyes narrowed at his behavior.

      No one was surprised by it.  I was more surprised by Cal's touch extinguishing it. Curious.

      I carefully did not thank Clara. "Your assistance in this matter was appreciated."

      She offered a sharp smile and an appreciative head nod. "It was my pleasure, Dragon. I hope one day to officially meet this Blaire woman."

      That day would come sooner than later if Tanner had anything to say about it. "I'm sure that day will come to pass," I said neutrally. I planned to stay in Colorado for awhile because my intuition told me this was the place Blaire would come back to. I patted the list of witches in the area. Clara had offered that willingly, too willingly, after she and Tanner had come to some form of agreement. I noticed Shara's name crossed off. How Clara knew was beyond me.

      There were ten other witches scattered around the Denver area and over a hundred in the state of Colorado. That was a lot of witches in one area. A lot of humans mistakenly believe witches perform magic in covens. They do, but most of it is performed alone. For this many witches to exist in one place, they either had to be in a coven or have some kind of neutrality agreement.

      Or they were actively plotting together to take Blaire out.

      Any of those scenarios were plausible.

      "Anyone up for a coffee?" I jerked a thumb at the door. "I'll hang around for tonight at least and see if Blaire comes here." I'd be able to tell wherever she landed and the other dragons knew that. How much Blaire knew about the mating bond I didn't know yet. Knowing her? A lot.

      Cal gently tugged Tanner to follow and the dragon meekly fell in line. I frowned at both of them. When this was over, Cal and I were going to have a chat.

      I bid Clara farewell and we headed out the door. There was a coffee shop right down the road so we walked to it. None of us liked cars all that much. The more fresh air we got, the better. We didn't like being cooped up. Tanner, out of all of us, could use the fresh air the most. As we walked, I felt myself calm down. Whatever Blaire was doing, it made her happy. I couldn't tell, but I felt the tell-tale signs of magic. She was still at home. If she were still there in a few hours, I'd think about heading back to New Orleans.

      For now, I was staying put.

      

      We elected to take our drinks outside. I'd gotten a regular coffee. Tanner bought a green tea. Cal bought a ridiculous frappe something with enough sugar in it to attract diabetes. I pulled an iron chair out and sat down, and as I did, I people watched.

      For the last several minutes, the back of my neck had been prickling. Someone was watching us. So far, I hadn't been able to tell who. Everyone in the shop was human. If they weren't they were hiding under magic and most of us could tell when magic was being used.

      "Do you feel that?" Cal asked under his breath. His eyes were steady on me and a slight smile curved his lips. He looked amused, but there was worry in his gaze.

      "I do." I picked up my mug with two hands and sipped, trying to appear casual and unworried. Tanner didn't say much. Just a grunt to acknowledge he agreed with us.

      "Can you tell where it's coming from?" I asked Cal.

      He shrugged. "I think it's from the southeast. They're using something to conceal themselves so I can't pinpoint it exactly. Feels like a witch. I could be wrong, though. Blaire feels like a witch, too, but there's something different about her than the rest of them."

      "She doesn't have to kill things," I said quietly.

      His eyebrows rose a little. "I've heard that. There are different types of witches out there, but her magic feels black. It's interesting that no one pays the sacrifice for her to use it." He dropped his eyes. "Magic always exacts a price."

      Sympathy flooded me before I could stop it. Cal couldn't help being different from us. All it had gotten him was kidnapped. He knew things. Things that should be impossible to know. We suspected he was witch born, but none of us really knew for sure. His power didn't behave like a witch's did, so maybe we were wrong.

      I happened to be looking at him when his eyes flared silver. "Scott -"

      Magic exploded around us. Cal was thrown back - away from me. Tanner had managed to get out of his seat, but the blast tossed him into the street.

      I was the only one caught. It felt like a sticky web almost. I floated in the air and pushed against it. I could see nothing in front of me, but there was resistance where I touched. I roared in outrage at having been caught like a spider and forced my hand into a partial shift. I ripped and tore at the prison I'd been trapped in but to no avail. The realization of it being in broad daylight forced me to pause, but every single person who'd been around us was frozen.

      The witches or whoever was behind this had managed to stop time. I was dealing with someone powerful. Someone who must have figured out that Blaire and I were mated. I stopped struggling.

      "Good dragon," A voice said from a few feet away. The woman who emerged was tall and dark-haired. She looked like a soccer mom or someone from the PTA. Her looks were that of the girl next door - pretty, but not stunning. She wore a pair of blue jeans and a pair of slip-on tennis shoes. Her sweatshirt announced the name of a college I'd never heard of and her hair was gathered in a messy ponytail. On her appearance alone, I'd discount her and write her off as not being a threat. But as soon as she got close enough for me to scent, I realized she was powerful. Not as powerful as Blaire but close.

      "My name is Lola," she said.

      "Are you a showgirl?" I drawled. I couldn't help myself. If I stopped talking, I was going to show fear. Dragons were not afraid. I'd get out of this somehow, even if I died trying. I thought about shifting. It might help break me out of this, but the witch knew what I was. If she were smart, she would have planned for that to happen.

      "Funny," she said, unsmiling. "I've never heard that before."

      She'd definitely heard it a lot from her reaction. "If you wanted me to buy you a cup of coffee, all you had to do was ask." Blaire knew something was up. I could feel her curiosity. I sent a thought down the line.

      Witches. Denver.

      Red, hot rage was her response. Blaire would be here soon.

      "I'm afraid I want you for more than coffee," Lola, the witch who was not a showgirl, said.

      "Ooh, yay," I said. "Kinky."

      Her eyes narrowed. "No one likes a smart ass," she said, anger trickling in through her calm facade.

      "Are you kidding? The only people who don't like a smart ass are dumb asses." I realized that made no sense, but she was angry and angry people like to argue.

      "How do you know Blaire?" she asked instead. Color crept up on her cheeks, telling me she was pissed off.

      Angry people made mistakes.

      "She's my friend's first cousin's sister's best friend’s pizza maker."

      A shock came through the prison she was holding me in, rattling my teeth and bones. Electricity arced through my body. My neck flew back and I grimaced with the pain of it.

      When it was over, I grinned at her and I knew it was feral. "Oh," I said breathlessly. "You like to play rough?" I let the beast show through my eyes. "Me too."

      She will die, the dragon said in my head.

      Slowly, I assured it.

      "How do you know Blaire?" she repeated.

      "Interesting," I said. I tilted my head and regarded her. "You took me because you think I'm important to her. I have news for you. She hates me." I shrugged. I knew for a fact Blaire didn't hate me. She was very much struggling with not loving me right now, but I wasn't telling this witch anything. "I see her on a weekly basis at my bar. We've done nothing but fight for the past two and a half years. The only reason we still see each other is because we have mutual friends." I was not telling her about Heidi. No chance in hell.

      "You're mated." She didn't seem too sure about that.

      "The dragons have been cursed for hundreds of years now. None of us are mated. Our bonds are broken." I took a chance here, but I doubted Blaire would have told anyone else about the mating bonds. We had no witches in Beastly. There had been some stragglers over the years who were merely passing through, but we vetted them thoroughly before allowing them in. "Blaire really isn't the kind of woman to settle down. If you're one of her witches, you should know that."

      "I'm no one's witch," she snapped baring her straight, white teeth.

      I held my hands up in mock surrender. "Ooh. Sore spot. Okay. You're no one's witch then. Remind me again why you're holding me?" I poked at the invisible prison, testing it for weak spots. I hadn't found any yet, but there was still hope the magic in my shift would render it null. I decided I'd waited long enough and reached for the magic within me to shift.

      Nothing happened.

      A wide grin spread over her face. "So sorry, dragon." She waggled her finger. "No shifting allowed."

      Shit. I'd teleported to Blaire so I couldn't reach for any of my other magic right now. If I couldn't shift, I couldn't get away from her. Cal and Tanner were still knocked out or Lola had done something to them. I couldn't rely on them for help.

      A tug on the mating bond alerted me to Blaire's presence. She was close. Leave, I whispered through the bond.

      You idiot, Blaire said, though there seemed to be genuine affection there now, you have no idea the power a witch could harness with you. If I don't interfere, she could very well fuck up the world.

      I preened down the bond and I heard her snort with amusement.

      Don't get too proud. If I can't stop her, you'll be barbecue soon.

      Comforting, I drawled back. But I have every faith in you. I can't shift right now. Whatever this hooker did, she nullified my abilities.

      Sit tight. I've always wanted to rescue the damsel in distress.

      I couldn't help it. A smile tugged at my lips. I'll let you rescue me any day.

      "What are you smiling about?" Lola demanded.

      "Are you going to let me hang around all day or is there some devious plan you have in store for me?" I grinned at her to show her how unworried I was.

      Ten other witches stepped out of the shadows.

      Fuck, I thought.

      Fuck, Blaire said with feeling. This changes things. I don't think I can take on ten witches. Where the hell are Cal and Tanner?

      Sleeping, I guess. Or something. Lola did something to them.

      Lola? she demanded, disgust in her voice. I always knew I couldn't trust that soccer mom looking bitch.

      Blaire, stop making me laugh. She's getting suspicious.

      I'll figure something out. Keep trying to shift. Magic like that can't hold forever. It takes too much focus and even with ten of them, they can't maintain it forever.

      Whatever you say, lady of my heart.

      Don't make it weird, Scott. Just be ready to act.

      You haven't seen weird yet, mate. Just wait until you rescue me and I swoon at your feet. I loved this banter. I loved that Blaire felt ... comfortable. Or seemed like it. I guess letting someone see your butt really loosened some people up.

      If you keep getting into trouble like this, you're going to be swooning a lot. Now shut up and let me think.

      Bossy, I said before I fell silent, I like it.

      She sighed and I stifled a chuckle. Was I afraid? Yep. Did I have complete and total confidence in Blaire? Also yep.

      But what she did next surprised the ever-loving shit out of me. The witches had gathered around Lola, probably trying to figure out how to transport a grumpy dragon out of downtown Denver. I guess they hadn't thought this entire thing through. Teleportation must be rare magic, so I was glad Blaire was one of the few who appeared to have it. Otherwise, this could have skidded sideways a lot faster.

      Five minutes after Blaire stopped talking to me, a horrifying roar rang through downtown Denver. I froze while my body debated whether or not to shit its pants. Even the dragon curled up in the fetal position.

      What in the ever loving fuck was Blaire thinking? And not to mention, Molly? How in the world had we dragons ended up with crazy fucking women surrounding us?

      The Hamrammr came into full view and the witches paused. I could almost taste their horror.

      Blaire, I whispered frantically. Blaire, what the fuck?

      She didn't answer me. Molly lumbered in on two enormous clawed feet, her silver fur waving in the cool breeze. Blaire walked behind her, cool as a cucumber. To pull this stunt, she had to have balls. Huge, enormous lady balls. The last time we'd been around Molly in beast form she would have eaten us with zero remorse. As far as I knew, Molly hadn't reverted back to her Hamrammr form since before Heidi was born. Since before she tried to devour us all.

      Molly opened her enormous mouth and screamed a song of rage. Rows and rows of serrated teeth filled her mouth and I panicked because I was the only schmuck who couldn't move.

      Well, also Tanner and Cal, but Molly didn't seem too concerned with them. She lunged forward, way faster than a creature her size should be and snatched one of the witches. The sickening crack and crunch of bone sounded like a gunshot in the shocked silence.

      The witches were frozen with horror for a moment and then scattered like bowling pins. Blaire shouted something - a single word, and they all stopped, their faces wide-eyed with fear.

      "Heed me," Blaire said, "for this day I am judge, jury, and executioner."

      The witches struggled against their bonds, but no one could break free. Molly sat down, the witch she'd eaten no more than a bloodstain against her silver fur. I was horrified and fascinated and also scared shitless, but I couldn't help but wonder if she was going to have indigestion once she reverted back to her human form. If she even could revert.

      What had Blaire done?

      I watched Molly like a hawk and the beast, sensing eyes on it, turned.

      And then it winked at me.

      I blinked in surprise. "What the fuck?" I whispered to myself.

      Relax, dragon, came a whisper down the bond. Molly and I have been studying. She's fine.

      She's a huge fucking hell beast, I whispered back.

      Yep, Blaire agreed happily. But she's a huge fucking hell beast totally in charge of her faculties.

      Molly's tongue lolled out of her mouth like a friendly, yet terrifying puppy. If she rolled over for a belly pat, I swore to the gods I'd lose it. I tried to shift again and felt the spell binding me push then break. The prison broke and I landed on my feet, my knees bent to absorb the shock. When I looked up, the witches were staring at me in trepidation. Time still froze around us, but was there a slight hint of movement speeding up?

      Better safe than sorry. I jogged over to where Blaire was standing and tugged her around the waist. She gasped but met my kiss eagerly when I planted my lips on hers.

      "Hey," I said.

      "Hey yourself, Rapunzel." Her violet eyes glittered at me.

      I snorted at the Disney reference. "Ha. A dragon gets caught one time..." I was manly enough to accept help from wherever it's offered.

      Molly, or the beast, both I guess now? It/She gave me a doggy/beast grin and my fingers itched to reach out and touch her fur. I didn't, though. She still looked horrifying even if she was fully in charge of herself now.

      "What do we do with them?" I asked, studying the witches.

      "The spell they set will break soon. It's already starting to unravel. Molly can eat them, I guess."

      A howl split from Theo's mate as she tilted her face to the sky.

      "Molly seems unreasonably down with that plan," I said, "but maybe we can think of something else?"

      "You could eat them," she suggested.

      I cringed in horror. "Witches? No thanks. I haven't eaten a human in years. Too many bones to pick out of my teeth."

      Fear in the witches' eyes made some of their eyes roll around like a frightened horse. "Can they speak?" I asked my mate.

      She shook her head. "Do you want them to?"

      "Only one. Lola. Let's see what we can find out." I walked over to the witch who'd managed to bind me and loomed over her. Her nostrils flared in defiance.

      Blaire waved a hand. Lola let out a gasp of air.

      "Who's funding this coup?" I asked her. "One chance to answer. If you don't I'll let Molly eat you." I pointed at the beast. "I think she's still hungry."

      Molly growled, a menacing sound that made the hair on my arms stand up. "She's definitely still hungry."

      Lola glared at me, her eyes hot with anger. But there was a good dose of fear mixed in. "What is that?" she hissed, her eyes glancing over Molly.

      "A terrifying beast with great big teeth," I answered. "Who's funding you?"

      Lola inhaled and let out her breath. Her gaze skittered over Blaire and fell away. "Magda," she bit out after a moment of silence.

      Blaire's shoulders slumped and hurt crossed her face for a split second. "Even if we kill them all, we'll still have to deal with Magda."

      I thought about it as Blaire walked over. "Can we cripple them?"

      "Like as in a baseball bat to the knee cap? I'm not sure what good that would do. They can still perform magic." Blaire's violet eyes were furious as she looked at Lola. "What did you get out of this?"

      "The chance to see you die," Lola spat. "You aren't one of us. I don't know why you keep trying."

      "Me neither," Blaire said after a beat of silence.

      "Cripple their magic, I mean," I said and noticed the second Blaire understood what I was talking about. Her eyes widened and she turned to me, a brilliant smile on her face. "That's an excellent idea."

      "So you can do it?" I asked, dumbfounded someone, no matter how powerful they were, could take someone's gifts away.

      She nodded, but a frown settled between her brow. "But something like that would take a sacrifice. I'm powerful, but something like that requires a lot more juice than I have."

      My eyes settled over the witches. "We have nine here. Would that do?" I couldn't tell if Blaire was being serious or not. It was bloodthirsty and I knew Blaire could be that way, but I'd never seen her intentionally hurt anyone.

      Anyone that wasn't trying to actively kill her. Huh.

      Blaire turned to Molly. "You hungry?"

      A laugh burst from me. "Do you think Molly will feel bad if she eats all of them?"

      Lola's breath was coming in harsh gasps now. "You don't have to do this," she pleaded.

      "Oh? Wasn't this the same thing you were going to do to me?"

      She blinked. "We wouldn't have eaten you?"

      "So it was just the murder then?" I nodded. "I'll keep that in mind."

      Molly whined and shook her head. "Darn," Blaire said. "I guess I'll have to do it myself."

      "Please, Blaire," Lola pleaded. "How do you think this is going to make you look?"

      Blaire snorted, but she didn't sound amused. "Like I'm finally picking up the mantle of my position. I should have cleaned house a long time ago."

      I stepped away from her. Magic seeped from her hands, black and smoky. Molly turned her back and began to walk away. I sped up and fell into step beside her. Seconds later, Molly reverted to her human form, fully clothes and no worse for the wear.

      Seconds after that, the screaming began.
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      On a normal day, the magic living inside me was difficult to mask. I had to constantly do little things to bleed the excess off otherwise I'd find myself getting angry and lashing out at the world. An angry magician did no one any favors and was a danger to everyone and themselves.

      This was not a normal day. I'd taken the power of all of those witches - bled them dry of it - and soaked it all up. Their power felt different than mine. Oilier. Evil. I always thought mine was evil, but now that I had theirs, I knew mine wasn't. It was just ... different.

      Power bled from me with every step I took. My eyes glowed violet and my hair flowed around me even though there was no breeze. Scott gripped my arm firmly and was escorting me somewhere. Cal and Tanner had finally woken up and were following behind us grumbling about having missed everything.

      A few minutes later we stood in front of someone's door. Scott knocked frantically until a woman with tanned skin and the brightest hazel eyes I'd ever seen answered.

      "I do not parley with dragons," the woman growled. "I've seen more of you three in two days than I've ever seen in my entire life. We've bargained and I will call mine due when I'm ready. Not a moment too soon." Her eyes glanced over me and skidded back. They widened with surprise and narrowed at me a second later. An exasperated sigh rang from her. She opened the door.

      "Have none of you any sense the gods gave you? Did it all seep out of your ears when you sleep at night?"

      Scott escorted me into the house.

      "Careful," Clara hissed when I stumbled. "Be very careful with her. She has enough power running through her veins right now to power the entire Navy fleet."

      Her fingers on my other arm were cool, but I sensed power, even greater than my own, in her. Her magic felt like a cool evening breeze, of blooming jasmine, and the sweet smell of night-blooming tobacco flowers.

      "You smell nice," I told her, my words slurred and uneven.

      She snorted and took me from Scott, helping me over to a soft, gray chair. There was a throw blanket on the back of it with purple flowers. "Pretty," I said as I stroked it.

      "Why is she like this?" Clara demanded.

      "She killed a whole lot of witches," Molly said truthfully.

      Clara's eyes skidded back over to me. "Why?"

      "Because they tried to kill her first," she said and shrugged.

      I giggled.

      "Actually, Shara tried to kill her first. They were going to kill me before she showed up," Scott said.

      "Show off," I murmured and pointed a finger at him. "Always trying to one-up me."

      "She's magic drunk," Clara said. "What was the point of her drinking down their power?"

      Molly frowned. "She mentioned taking their power away."

      "Whose power?" Clara snapped.

      I waved my hands around in a circle. "All of them. Allll the witches."

      Scott blanched. I saw his face go bone white. "All of them?"

      "The black ones," I slurred. "They do nothing but harm."

      Clara nodded slowly. "Do you believe in the Great Balance?" she asked me, peering at me like I was some kind of science experiment.

      "I don't believe mosquitos are necessary, no," I said. "They provide no benefit to the world other than to exist."

      "Actually," Clara supplied gently, "as annoying as they are, they're important pollinators." A frown marred her pretty face. "As much as they suck, literally and figuratively, they're also a food source for a lot of creatures."

      I pouted at her. "I hate them."

      "Me too," she agreed. "But we need them."

      "We don't need black witches," I argued.

      "Maybe not, but can they help the way they're born?" Clara asked.

      "Black magic is a choice." My head was starting to hurt. "My mother taught me that white witches are born. Black witches are made."

      "And what do you consider your magic?" Clara crouched down and touched my forehead. The headache went away immediately and I sighed with relief.

      I wasn't sure. "Black," I said.

      Her lips twisted in a rueful smile. "Do not lie to me, child of magic. Tell me what you think your magic is."

      Scott stiffened. His gaze was intent on me.

      Tears filled my eyes. "I don't know what it is."

      Scott cursed. "I wondered. You don't pay the price for your magic like the others."

      I held up a hand to stop him. "I do. I pay for it with smut on my soul. I'll have to pay the price when I die."

      Clara began to laugh then. When Scott growled, she waved a hand at him. "You misunderstand me, dragon. I'm not laughing at your mate. She doesn't know how to cleanse her aura. I don't know how she assumed she was in league with demons." She took my hands. "Look at me."

      I blinked and swayed but finally made eye contact. I flinched and tried to look away. This woman was not only a woman. She was something other. Not a witch. Not a shifter. Something else.

      Something we should all be afraid of.

      "Hush, child. I'm not here to hurt you. I want you to close your eyes and look at your aura."

      I took a deep breath and shut my eyes. My aura, once pink and gold, was covered with deep black patches of color. It almost completely concealed it.

      "This is a basic lesson and you probably didn't learn it because your mother thought you were a witch."

      I opened my eyes.

      "Shut your eyes," she snapped.

      They slammed closed, but my heart beat wildly. "What do you mean?"

      "You aren't a witch," Clara said. "Bring up your aura again."

      "Uh hold on," I said hotly. "You can't drop a bomb on a girl like that and just expect me not to react!"

      "Once you're through with this, I'll explain. Now shut up and bring up your aura."

      There was a command in her voice I was helpless to disobey.

      "Good," she said. "Now I want you to think about a ray of golden light from above. When you have it in your mind's eyes, I want you to picture it cleansing your aura, washing away all the soot and particles."

      "This is too easy," I muttered. "I don't think this is going to work."

      "It won't work if you don't concentrate. You must have driven your mother mad when she was giving you lessons."

      "Don't bring my mother into this," I snarled, but I did as she said. And slowly but surely, the black began to peel away, revealing a pinky gold aura around my body. Tears pricked in my eyes. "How?" I asked.

      "You're an Archmage, my dear," she said kindly as she patted my knee. "Your mother had no way of knowing. You're rare, after all. I think you're the second I've met. You're neither white nor black, nor do you require the death of another to perform your magic." She picked up my wrist and looked at it. "Also, you're starving yourself. Or, rather, your magic is starving you." Clara clucked her tongue. "Foolish, foolish," she murmured to herself.

      Clara stood up. "I'll teach you if you bargain with me."

      "Don't!" Scott barked.

      Clara laughed, a pretty peal of sound that made me smile. "You sound scared of me, dragon. You wouldn't be scared of a tiny little thing like me, now would you?"

      "She's fae," Scott said. "I think."

      One of her eyebrows rose. "If I were, would it be a problem?"

      "Are you?" he challenged.

      "I'm not telling you a single thing," she said. "Seems to me like you're the one, or your mate here is, in need. I've given you much more help than you deserved."

      "And you've bargained two deals with us," Scott retorted.

      "Aye, that I have," Clara said, her voice thickening with an accent. "My kind cannot do a thing for free if it's known. Our kindnesses are secret, you see." She turned back to me. "I'll help you if you bargain. You're holding too much magic right now and if we don't expel it all at once, you're going to die."

      "Die?" Scott barked.

      "Die," Clara confirmed. "She might be an Archmage, but she isn't as skilled as she needs to be to pull something like this off. It was brave and foolish." She held out her hand. "Bargain with me, Archmage."

      I looked at Scott and his pleading eyes. Cal's lips were pressed thin against his face. He gave me a short nod. I trusted him. He knew things about the future. I didn't think he liked this, but his nod was telling me I would be safe.

      I took her hand. "I'll bargain."
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      The women left me. Neither would admit to a thing when they came back. It was almost like they'd made a pact not to reveal what was said.

      "This is not going to come back and bite us in the ass when we have our firstborn is it? There are no spindle needles or thorny castles involved, are there?"

      Clara rolled her eyes. "Do you see any castles around here, idiot?"

      I snorted. Clara was a little scary, but she would be a good teacher for Blaire. Maybe. Or maybe they'd both bring the world to its knees working together. I guess we'd find out.

      The power still leaked from Blaire slowly. "Is she going to be okay?"

      "Not until we get it out of her. Blaire, you have to decide if you want to take the witches out. I'd like to propose a compromise, though." Claire patted the cushion next to her as she sat down on the couch.

      "Is there a compromise when it comes to witches?" I asked as I sank onto the seat with a sigh.

      Claire tilted her head in thought. "I think all things have their place in this world, but I do agree with you about the witches. I don't agree with deaths on a widespread scale, nor do I agree exactly with the stripping of powers. Sometimes you can use a hammer where a feather would have worked, but in this case, I think we should consider where we're at in the world and what side can make this place a better one."

      Blaire nodded. "Okay, I'm listening."

      "How many black witches are there right now?" she asked.

      Blaire shrugged, unsure of a number. "Thousands," she said. "Maybe tens of thousands."

      My eyebrows went up to my hairline. I thought the hundreds was a lot for Colorado. Apparently, I was way off base.

      "And white witches?" Clara asked.

      Blaire shook her head. "Not even close. I don't keep records on them because they don't violate the law or the laws of nature. I know of some states that don't have any."

      "Mmm," Clara agreed. She already knew this.

      "What would you say to not stripping their powers away exactly, but changing them?"

      I tilted my head, curious now. "Can that even be done?" I interjected. I walked over to Blaire and dropped my hands on her shoulders. She responded by placing her hands on top of mine. Her warmth seeped into me and it calmed the beast inside.

      "It can," Clara said. "Black witches have been killing white ones for years now."

      Blaire gasped. "No. I would know about it," she said, her voice filled with horror.

      "You wouldn't," Clara said gently. "They were all working together."

      "And how do you know this?" Cal asked. He'd been a silent figure mostly since we'd arrived. Tanner, quiet most of the time anyway, simmered as he leaned against the wall. It was a look from him I knew well. He was biding his time. Giving Clara the floor. She shouldn't be so relaxed. He might not have as much magic, but he did have sheer force of personality.

      Clara shook her head. "I won't tell you that. The white witches and I have a common goal, though. Preservation of natural resources."

      Blaire looked floored. "I could do that? Change them from black to white? How would that even work? Won't they be furious?"

      "They'll be livid, but a magic user won't give up their magic just because it's good. They'll adapt."

      "And if they don't?" I asked.

      "Then you can go ahead with your original plan. With my training, of course." Clara's eyes were eager which made my hackles rise.

      She might be Tanner's mate, but I didn't know that she was honest. This felt like fuckery might be afoot.

      "Why?" I demanded.

      "Why what?" Clara asked.

      “Why are you so interested in training Blaire?”

      She clucked her tongue at me. "I've already told you. I have a similar goal to the white witches." She held her hands up and shrugged. "There's no denying Blaire would be a powerful ally here and it would be a boon for us to see the world rid of black witches."

      "They can always make more," I argued.

      "Can they?" she asked me. "How when they will no longer remember black magic?"

      My lips twisted as I thought about it. "What about all the balance you were talking about?" I asked as I waved my hand around. "Aren't they the mosquitoes of the magical world?"

      Blaire flinched like she'd been slapped and regret filled me. "Sorry," I said right away. "I didn't mean it like that."

      "I never had to take a life to fuel my magic," Blaire said. "It's the only way black magic can be made. I don't know if it's all bad. I don't regulate it."

      "It is," Clara said. "Not yours, but anyone who has to take a life to perform a spell is not working as one with nature. It's unnatural."

      "This spell won't kill anyone?" I asked. I still wasn't sure about this. It felt like playing at being a god.

      Clara shook her head. "No. It will merely change their magic. White witches have a reputation for not being powerful." She smiled then, a fierce thing. "It isn't true. Their power is different, granted, but it's not lesser. Our world is suffering right now and the black witches are not helping. They're hungry for power. They refuse to better the world, but they do not refuse to die."

      "I'm ready when you are, Clara," Blaire said. Her posture was rigid and straight. There were lines of tension around her eyes. I could feel her fear down the bond.

      I leaned down and whispered in her ear. "You don't have to do this."

      She ran her fingers through my hair. "But I do have to do something," she whispered back. "And this is a better alternative than my first plan."

      I pressed a kiss into the hollow of her neck. "Then I'll support you."

      She shivered at my touch and the beast in me closed its eyes in appreciation.

      She's splendid, it whispered to me.

      "Thank you," she said right before she stood.

      Clara stood with her. "I'll escort the dragons out and then we can get started."

      I blinked. "Wait. Why do we have to leave?"

      "Because you're a distraction. There's a method to good magic, Scott. It requires being alone." Clara walked over to the front door and held it open. "There's a mall down the road. You can wait there."

      "The mall?" Cal said with evident distaste.

      Tanner growled deep in his throat. Clara rolled her eyes. "We are intertwined, Dragon. You will see me again."

      Tanner's eyes narrowed before he nodded. "I will," he said and let himself out of her house.

      Cal chuckled under his breath and followed behind. I was the last to go and before I did, I cupped the back of Blaire's neck and brought her in for a kiss.

      "Be safe," I said.

      Her eyes were wide and her lips were swollen. "We'll talk after this," she said.

      "I look forward to it." I gave Clara a menacing look before I stepped out.

      She laughed brightly. "If you knew who I was, you would not look upon me so, for in the past, I would have killed you."

      There was a hitch in my step but otherwise, I didn't acknowledge her words. When I let myself out, the door shut behind me.

      A deep breath escaped me. I hoped Blaire knew what she was doing.
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      I wondered if I knew what I was doing. The thought of no black witches made me happy. At first. Then it made me sad. I did feel like I was playing at being God. But if I had the power to do good in the world, shouldn't I take it.

      Clara didn't seem to be a bad sort, but she did seem to be the kind of person who used situations to her advantage. Our bargain was straightforward.

      And Scott was going to kill me when he found out. I'd already made the decision to give our mating bond a go. I just hadn't told him.

      Clara confided in me that she was looking for students. Magic was still not out in the general population so she couldn't exactly go hunting for pupils. Magic was showing up in more and more mundane children, but there was no way right now to ensure they received the proper education for it.

      She asked if I would allow her the opportunity to take my daughter as a pupil when she was of age.

      Thirteen years.

      At first, I was horrified. But when I really thought about it, what harm would there be in it? Provided she was who she said she was.

      She hadn't come completely clean, I knew, but she was a fae. And I suspected she was more powerful than I was. We'd struck the bargain with a contract. Three months of training was all she asked. I forced a termination clause in the contract after three months, but she added the option of continuing on provided me, her father, and she agreed to it. She wouldn't take a son. Just a daughter.

      White magic only. No sacrifices. No demonic deals. I'd done my best to avoid any unnecessary loopholes.

      It was still a risk, but one I found I was okay with taking. She'd agreed to never harm my child and seemed offended I'd even brought it up.

      In fact, she'd snapped, "Children are our most precious resource in this world and you'd think I'd harm one for one of my own gain? The old gods are returning, child, and when they do, we need powerful priestesses and magicians to make sure our world stays our own."

      I didn't know what she meant about the old gods, but I was reassured by how angry she'd gotten at me.

      And so the bargain was struck. I would tell Scott later. Much later.

      It wasn't a good way to start a relationship off, but who knew if he would be the father of my children? He might drive me nuts.

      I definitely plan on driving you nuts, Scott whispered down the bond.

      I froze, wondering how many of my thoughts he'd heard.

      Relax. I can't hear your thoughts. I can sometimes hear your intentions. You're worried about something.

      I would never be able to keep this secret from him. It was too big.

      I'll tell you later, I said. You might change your mind about me.

      As long as you don't make some Rumpelstiltskin deal, I think we'll be alright.

      But maybe that's what I'd done. Clara wasn't going to steal our child, but she would take her for training. I'd added in that she had to be returned to us each evening. There were practicalities to think about - school, sports, family time, etc. She'd readily agreed.

      Now that I knew I was an Archmage, I felt like I had a duty to her and to others. Having this power would be squandering it if I couldn't control it. I was able to control a lot of it, but there was so much I had no control over.

      Perhaps Clara and I would eventually be friends. I suspected at minimum, she'd be at Beastly more now that she knew about Tanner. I didn't want to get ahead of myself, though. It was too soon for all of that.

      Blaire? Scott asked down the bond.

      Mmm?

      I want you to come back to New Orleans with me for a little while. I have repairmen coming to your house tomorrow to fix the damage Cal did. It's the least I can do.

      I blinked in surprise. I'll have to return there to drop the protections on the areas needing to be repaired, but ... I'd like that.

      I realized I would as soon as the words came out of my mouth. I cared about him. Deeply. But I did want to understand him more.

      I've talked to the others and they've given me a week off from Beastly. We can stay at my place.

      A shiver ran down my spine. A week with him all alone? It would either make or break us.

      Good, he growled. I want to show you who I am.

      I want to see it, I said honestly.

      Clara reached for my arm. "Stop talking to your mate. It's time for you to focus. Tell him not to contact you for the next two hours otherwise I'll block the bond."

      My eyebrows rose. "You can do that?" I had to brew a potion that took forever.

      "In a heartbeat," she promised me.

      I told Scott what she said. I could hear his aggravation coming down the bond, but he agreed.

      Be careful, Blaire, he said right before he fell silent.

      I will, I promised him.

      I let Clara lead me downstairs and tried not to get horror movie vibes as the way down became darker and darker.

      Clara reached over and tugged on the light. I was surprised when I got to the bottom and saw where Clara worked. I could sense magic - both good and bad. I was used to the way black magic felt, even if it were different from my own - it was oily and made it hard to breathe, whereas white magic was floral scented and felt like a cool breeze whispering across my shoulders.

      Clara's magic was as pure as the driven snow and her workshop smelled of night jasmine and mystery.

      "Now," Clara said, clapping her hands together. "Shall we get started?"
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      We did not go to the mall. As a group, we quickly vetoed that idea because none of us were masochists. Instead, we went to an old Italian restaurant tucked into the back of an old street. We had no idea it was there, but our sharp noses led us to it anyway. The man who greeted us had a shock of white hair waving around his head and a genuine, toothy smile.

      He led us to a back booth, slapped menus down in front of us, said something in a language we didn't understand and left us to peruse.

      This was my kind of place.

      I'd just tucked into my fettuccine when the building shook and a magic shockwave blew us out of our seats. If we weren't in Denver, we could have explained it away as an earthquake. I landed on my back, my feet up in the air like a stranded turtle. It took me a second to come to my senses and when I did, I scrambled to my feet and ran outside.

      Blaire? I shouted down the bond.

      There was no answer. I pushed open the doors, aware that Tanner and Cal were at my heels, and planned to run all the way back to Clara's house, but screeched to a halt.

      Flowers bloomed. Everywhere. I sucked in a surprised breath. There were white flowers spilling in what were once empty hanging baskets that hadn't been put up for the winter yet. Flowers bloomed in all the grassy areas, riots of clashing colors. The trees had all regrown their leaves and some of them were in bloom, too. The air smelled of jasmine and night flowers.

      "Whoa," someone said beside me. "What the hell?"

      What the hell was right. What in the world had they done? This didn't feel exactly natural considering we were several months away from Spring time.

      Tanner grunted and shook his head. "Clara and Blaire. They probably didn't anticipate this."

      "There's no way they'll be able to cover this one up," Cal said with grim certainty.

      "It could have been worse," I added. "There are a lot worse things than unexpected flower blooms."

      "Global warming," Cal quipped. "That's what they'll use. I'll bet you a six pack."

      "I'd be an idiot to take that bet." I scratched the back of my neck. "Blaire isn't answering. I'll run back in and pay. Then we can head back." I rushed back in and dropped a few bills on the table. When I came back out, Blaire stood with Cal and Tanner.

      "Hey," she said and smiled at me. There was something ... different about her. I frowned as I looked at her and finally noticed she wasn't wearing her contacts. Her eyes were darker. Her skin more luminous.

      "Are you okay?" I asked. I reached for her. She felt the same. She smelled the same. Except ... there was something a little sweeter about her scent. A touch more floral than I was used to. I liked it.

      "Wonderful," she assured me. "Sorry about all this," she said, waving a hand around. "It's a side effect of the spell. Clara said it might be permanent."

      Cal snorted with amusement. "Heavens no, no one wants flowers all year round," he said with mock horror.

      Behind me, the door opened and the owner of the restaurant walked out. His mouth opened in shock, but it quickly turned into a beaming grin. His gaze landed on Blaire after a moment and he walked up to her, put his hands on either side of her face and kissed her soundly right on the lips.

      I blinked. Cal burst out laughing. Tanner’s eyes glinted with amusement before he went back to brooding. Blaire stood there stunned.

      Normally, I would have been hopping mad if someone touched my mate like he did, but there was something sweet about it. Innocent. Plus the man was old enough to be her grandfather.

      He rattled off something in Italian, patted her on the cheek, and stepped back inside the restaurant, calling a woman’s name as he did so.

      She touched her lips and turned stunned eyes to me. I shrugged. “He seems to know you’re the culprit behind this forced spring time.” I held my arm out and she took it. “You ready to go back to New Orleans?”

      Blaire gave me a noncommittal response which I took as a yes.

      "Let's get out of the way of prying eyes and we'll start home."

      My mate shook her head and touched my arm. "I can get us there faster." She didn't wait for me to respond. Seconds later my body felt like it was being turned inside out. I tried to scream, but there was no air. Blaire's cool fingers stayed on me and moments later we were both dumped inside of Beastly.

      A screech to the right of us showed Molly holding Heidi close to her. Her hand was over her heart and her eyes were wide.

      "Blaire! I told you about doing that shit! One day you're going to give me a heart attack!"

      Blaire was on all fours swaying. Her breath was heavy and her jaw clenched.

      I touched her shoulder. "Are you okay?"

      She waved me away. "It's hard to take another person," she said. "I'll be alright in a minute."

      I helped her up and kept a tight arm around her waist. "We'll use the mundane way to get to my apartment. it isn't far."

      "Where's Cal and Tanner?" Molly asked. She let Heidi down and the adorable little girl toddled over to me and reached her hands up.

      "Up!" she declared.

      How could I resist the bossy little thing? I let go of Blaire once I was sure she could stand on her own two feet and scooped the little girl up. She screeched with delight as I tossed her gently in the air. When I caught her, she patted my face and said, "Unkie Stott."

      I breathed in the fresh, clean scent of her and thought about having kids of my own one day. I wanted them. All the dragons did, but I didn't know what Blaire thought about it. I glanced over at her and caught her panic stricken expression.

      Maybe she didn't? "Blaire?"

      She swallowed hard. "I'm fine," she lied. She stroked Heidi's hair. "Hi honey."

      "Auntie Bwaire," Heidi said and gave her a gummy grin. She had a few teeth, nothing to write home about yet. I gave her a kiss on the cheek and handed her back to Molly.

      My stomach was roiling at Blaire's reaction to Heidi. I knew how much she loved her, so why did she look like she wanted to run away screaming?

      "We're going to head out," I told Molly. "I won't be back for a few days."

      Molly's eyes glittered with amusement. "You two kids have fun."

      Blaire gave her a wan smile and the bad feeling inside of me intensified. "We will!" Blaire said with false cheer.

      

      The cab ride back to my apartment was filled with stilted conversation. I wasn't going to ask her what was wrong until we made it home. Whatever it was, it didn't feel like a cab ride conversation.

      Blaire followed me up the stairs and as soon as I opened my apartment door, she gasped. I had to admit my place was a little over the top. I'd grown accustomed to living in the city away from the open fields and mountains of my homelands, but I tried to make sure I brought some of those things into my home. Everything was hardwood and darker, including the paint on the walls. I usually kept my fireplace on even when I was gone, though I had it serviced periodically to make sure nothing went wrong. My home was traditionally cold because of all the gems and crystals inside of it, so I liked having it a little warmer than normal. Blaire probably found it strange because New Orleans was traditionally hot most of the year. We had a winter, if you could call it that, but it rarely got below freezing. Snow was a rare and splendid thing around here.

      "This is ... insane," she breathed, but her lips were curled into an awed smile. She walked in, letting her fingers trail over every gemstone and crystal she passed. She wandered into the kitchen and sucked in her breath. My kitchen countertop was made out of a large slab of labradorite and the cabinets had gemstone handle pulls.

      I tried to tone my tendencies down when I was out in public, but when I was here, surrounded by my things, I was content.

      She spun to face me. "I love it," she announced.

      Relief hit me in the solar plexus. I scratched the back of my head. "I know it's a lot, but this is what it's like to be a  gem dragon. I need things around me. Little treasures."

      "You're a hoarder," Blaire accused, though there was no heat in her voice.

      "I am," I admitted.

      "But a neat one," she said as she wandered into the living room and made herself at home on my couch. The coffee table was a smooth sheet of amethyst and I'd left my malachite coffee mug out on the table before I'd left. I did hoard, but I tried to keep the place clean. The hoard was kind of organized chaos. Just the way I liked it.

      I sat down beside her and gathered her against me. Dropping a kiss on top of her head, I sighed. It was now or never.

      "Tell me what's wrong," I said.

      Blaire stiffened against me. "I'd rather not talk about it right now." Her fingers trailed up my chest and she dropped a kiss against the hollow of my throat.

      The beast inside of me growled its pleasure. I shut my eyes against the sensations. I knew she was trying to distract me.

      It was working.
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      I lay curled up against Scott, languid and relaxed, staring at the wonder of his home. There were gemstones in every room. Every surface he could have gemstones inlaid in, he had. His bed was a king-sized monstrosity, dark wood, but the tops of the headboard had round moonstone knobs. There was a massive amethyst crystal display in the corner of his bedroom and even his ceiling fan had a sapphire drop on the end of the pull cord.

      It was delightful and also a little scary. How had he not been robbed yet? I'd spied diamonds several times since I'd been in here. I guess you had to have some serious balls to rob a dragon, but few people knew what he was.

      My stomach still burned with the knowledge of the deal I'd made with Clara. I was a terrible liar so I knew I'd have to tell him what I'd done sooner rather than later.

      But I didn't want to do it now.

      Scott pulled me closer. "I'm in love with you, Blaire," he said after a moment.

      I stiffened in his arms.

      "I have been for awhile. The bond makes everything twice as vivid, but I think I started falling love with you the day you compared us to the Scooby Doo gang."

      A laugh bubbled from me. I remembered the day vividly. Molly was stuck in her beast form and no one knew what to do. I'd still been on the outskirts then, but once Heidi was born, I'd become an honorary member of the family. His declaration of love surprised me and made me feel worse.

      I cared about him. Deeply. But witches didn't have good luck in love. The mating bond inferred we could be together for the rest of our lives. I wasn't sure he'd want to once I told him what I'd done.

      I kissed the bottom of his jaw. I wasn't ready to say I love you. Not until I'd come clean. "I care about you," I said to him instead. I felt him stiffen a hair. "I know that isn't exactly what you want to hear, but it's all I can say right now."

      "We're bonded," he said. "It will come."

      It was already here. I just wasn't ready. I moved out of his arms and pulled on my clothing. My hair was loose and I cursed myself for not having a hair tie. "Are you hungry?" I asked.

      A smile curved his generous lips and my mouth watered as the sheets slid down over his hips.

      Focus, I told myself.

      "A dragon is always hungry, mate," he said.

      "I hope dragons like pancakes." I gave him a little wave as I walked out of the room.

      His answering growl made me laugh.

      

      For a bachelor, Scott had a surprisingly well stocked kitchen. He even had baking powder which floored me. Was he a closet cook? I peeked inside his refrigerator and found eggs and fresh milk. My affection grew even more. I loved it here. The space felt like I was in a museum, but it also felt like home. The weight of my deal with Clara was heavy on my shoulders, but I pushed it out of my mind as I got busy making the batter.

      Scott came out as soon as the first pat of butter sizzled on the griddle. He came up behind me and nuzzled my neck. The feel of his warm skin against me made me melt against him. Scott's hand curved around the front of my waist.

      I could live like this. With him. Forever.

      As soon as I thought it, I stiffened. Scott felt it and stilled against me.

      "Blaire," he murmured. "Whatever this is, you can tell me."

      As soon as I opened my mouth, the door burst in, sending shrapnel flying everywhere. Scott let go of me and stumbled back. I fell to my knees in surprise, taking the batter down with me. Sticky white batter glopped on the floor and all over me.

      A woman entered the home. She was beautiful. In a dark and sinister way. Black magic curled around her. I choked in a gasp of surprise.

      There weren't supposed to be any more black witches.

      "Hello, Blaire," she said, her blood red lips widening in a terrifying smile.

      I brought my hands up and whispered a word of Latin. Fire roared at the woman. She cursed and dodged, landing hard on her side on the floor.

      I scrambled to my feet, slipping and sliding in the batter. Scott rushed over and was just about to reach for the woman when I screamed for him to stop. The woman, whoever she was, slapped a hand on his arm and he dropped to his knees, either out cold or worse.

      Dragons were immune to a lot of magic, but I'd noticed over the last couple of years, black magic affected them more than others.

      I stood, my hands full of magic. "If you've killed him, I will make you pay," I snarled at her.

      The witch staggered to her feet holding her side. Good. I'd hurt her. "I have no quarrel with the dragons. My quarrel is with you." She twisted her wrist and before I could move, the floor buckled underneath me. I fell, cutting myself on the ragged edges of the stone floor. Blood poured from my leg and I threw magic at the woman. My hair fell in a sheet around me and I couldn't see anything, but her grunt told me I'd scored a hit.

      "You bitch," she hissed. Something cold wrapped around my hands and feet, trapping me in its grip. I whispered  a word of power.

      DIE.

      I shoved my hair out of my face. The witch froze for a moment and when I thought I'd won, she shifted and blinked.

      "Did you not think I'd protect myself against that?" she sneered.

      I was slowly cutting myself away from the vines entrapping me when she tossed a spell at me.

      Blackness overtook me and I slumped to the floor.
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      Someone was slapping me in the face. I put my hand up and swatted them away.

      "Good," a voice said. "He's waking up."

      I blinked and Theo's face swam into view. His expression was grim. "What the fuck happened here, dude?"

      My brow furrowed. What was he talking about? Seconds later, realization hit me and I scrambled to my feet. "Fuck," I said and winced as my head bloomed with pain. "Fucking witches," I growled. Cal came into my home then, carefully stepping over the ruins of the door. If possible, he looked even more grim than Theo had.

      "Magda has your mate," he said with no fanfare.

      "Who the fuck is Magda?" I snapped. Then I remembered. Magda was the witch who'd spearheaded the campaign against Blaire. "How was she not affected by their spell?"

      Cal shrugged. "She could have been protecting herself against something like that, but my best guess is she wasn't on this plane when the spell took hold. I bet there will be a few black magic stragglers left. Blaire and Clara will have to track them down if they don't want all their efforts wasted."

      I reached out for the bond and all I felt was the oily filth of dark magic. If Blaire died, I would know, so I took heart in that.

      "I can't find her," I said, my voice hoarse. "Magda is doing something to the bond."

      Tanner stepped in a moment later. "We can call Clara if we need to."

      "Clara is fucking responsible for this," I snapped.

      Tanner's eyes glowed with anger. "Watch it, Scott."

      "No. What are the gods even thinking matching you up with the fae?" I shook my head in disgust.

      Cal sighed, a deep exhausted thing. "I wouldn't question the god's motives," he said softly.

      "Haven't you noticed things only went to hell when the gods got involved?" I stalked into the bedroom and grabbed my shirt. I shoved it on and cursed when I ripped the hem of it in my anger.

      When I walked back out, Cal was leaning against the wall of my living room. "You need to find her," he urged.

      I scoffed in disgust. "Yeah, no fucking kidding, asshole. What the fuck do you think I'm doing?"

      "Scott," Theo said in warning.

      Cal held up a hand. "Peace, brother. I'm about to tell you something. It's going to anger you."

      "Everything is angering me right now," I snarled, "so you might as well pile it on."

      "Blaire is pregnant," Cal said.

      You could hear a pin drop in that room. It felt like the floor fell out from underneath my feet. I felt joy and sadness, hope and rage. I sank to my knees and covered my face with my hands. "Gods," I whispered. "How do you know this?" I said to Cal.

      A heavy sigh escaped him. "I've always been able to tell the future. Bits and pieces of it. But now the gods talk to me. Not all the time. Only when something is important."

      I looked up at him. He scratched his chin. "There's a bargain between Clara and Blaire."

      My blood ran cold. "A bargain?" My voice was deadly.

      Cal held his hands up in surrender. "It's not a bad thing. I promise. Clara is fae but she is ..." he hesitated. "Good is not the right word. Few fae are completely good. But she is innocent. This is a better word. The fae play the long game and your daughter will have an important role to play in the future."

      "Daughter?" I was repeating words like a parrot, but it was all I could do right now. My heart was in ruins. "What has she done?"

      "She is a magic user, Scott," Cal said, his voice urgent. "There is a different set of rules for them then there is for us. Blaire made the deal carefully. No harm will come to her."

      "Maybe not now," I said, my voice hoarse. I ran a hand through my hair as I thought furiously. My mate had made a deal for our daughter. "What is the deal?"

      "It's only an apprenticeship. She will return to you each night. Beyond that, I do not know all the details. The gods aren't concerned about that. They're concerned about Blaire right now. Magda was not on this plane and they could not foresee what would happen until she returned. If you don't find Blaire immediately ..." his voice trailed off.

      "Man," Tanner said. He looked away from me and pulled his cell out of his pocket as he stepped outside the ruins of my apartment.

      "I have no idea where she is." I said, feeling broken. I didn't know enough about witches.

      "Colorado is a good place to start," Cal said, his eyes deep with worry. "They won't tell me anything else. Sometimes they're fickle like that. Butterfly effect or whatever."

      I snorted in derision. "Figures. Here's a handful of fuckery for you. Fix it or everyone dies." My voice dripped with disdain.

      To my surprise, Cal chuckled. "Sounds about right." He sank down beside me and clapped an arm on my back. "If it helps, I have a good feeling about this."

      Tanner stepped back inside. "She knows where they are. Clara is on her way right now."

      I shut my eyes in relief. Blaire and I would hash whatever this was out when she was safe.

      Everything else could wait.
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      My eyes were open, but I could not see. My hands were secured behind my back and I was gagged so I could not speak. There was the rich loamy smell of dirt surrounding me. I could smell the tang of water as well. The air was cool against my skin, but I couldn't see any light. Where the hell was I? This didn't smell like New Orleans.

      There were voices around me - hushed whispers of sound. I couldn't make out what they were saying.

      I reached for the mating bond and gagged when I touched it. It was corrupted somehow - filled with dark magic. I tried again and whispered a thought toward Scott. Nothing. The bond was somehow blocked. For some reason, that knowledge pissed me off more than my kidnapping.

      Fear raced through me. I was alive. Who knew for how long? I was trapped somewhere and couldn't reach out to anyone to tell them. My hands were secured and I couldn't speak. Those were the two main ways I practiced magic.

      And yet ... Clara had told me magic was innate. We used words and hand symbols as a crutch. She assured me with proper training, I'd be able to control my magic with a whisper of a thought. I took a deep breath and cleared my mind.

      Maybe I could start now. Or I could try at least.

      I overheard the name Magda and strained to listen. She was the woman who'd started this whole thing. I had no idea who she was. Magda wasn't one of the leaders who'd brought me into this thing, nor was she listed as having more power than normal. I didn't know everyone in my territory, but I should know her. Especially since she was able to take me by surprise.

      Clara assured me the spell had worked so why wasn't Magda affected? The thought hit me a second later. She'd either been astral projecting or she'd been physically on another plan. I wasn't quite brave enough to visit other places yet, but a lot of witches were. There was a possibility I'd be finding stragglers periodically.

      I cursed under my breath. Of course it couldn't be that easy.

      Slowing my breath, I counted backwards from 25. When I hit the number one, I could feel my body - relaxed and limp even stuck in what I was beginning to think might be a coffin. I concentrated my thoughts on the pool of magic inside of me and touched it.

      Then I began to think about what I wanted.

      

      Several things happened at once.

      The container holding me exploded away from me on all sides. I fell hard onto my back and my breath whooshed out of me. I gaped like a fish for a moment before sucking in a ragged gasp of air. Rolling free, I stumbled to my feet and promptly fell. I screeched in outrage as Magda began walking toward me. Her face was annoyed but not angry, so I can only imagine she expected something like this. Just before she reached me, the windows blew in and part of the roof collapsed around our heads.

      I jumped out of the way but a piece of the roof still pegged me in the shoulder, throwing me to the floor. When I looked up, Tanner and Cal stood in the room, partially shifted. Scales ran down their arms. Their fingers ended in claws.

      Scott and Clara appeared out of thin air beside them. But Clara didn't quite look like Clara. Her skin turned a nut brown and her eyes were much larger than they were. Her hair was full of twigs and leaves, twisted in the strands like they belonged there.

      Scott was also partially shifted and his gray eyes searched the room until they fell on me.

      All at once, everyone sprang into action. Magda screamed something and black smoke flooded the room.

      "Clara!" Tanner shouted. I heard the fae grunt with exertion and a shrill scream rang out. With a curse, I stumbled away, trying to make my feet work properly with the restraints still on them. I managed to make it only a few feet when a tearing pain ripped through my body. I gasped in shock and agony and slowly sank to my knees.

      Magda stood over me, wearing a crimson smile and holding a glowing knife engraved with runes and dripping with my blood.

      Scott's roar echoed in the room. I lay on my back, stunned, feeling my life's blood drain from me. My eyes were wide as they stared upward.

      I saw hands come around Mada's face and was confused for a moment as her head jerked to one side. I watched as she slowly fell to the ground, her eyes unseeing.

      My eyes fluttered shut.

      Almost all of the pain was gone.
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      I sank to my knees in front of my mate. Our bond opened as soon as Magda's neck snapped. Her agony roared through me as I gathered her in my arms. My hands were sticky with her blood as I cradled her. I buried my face in the crook of her neck and prayed to the gods they would save her.

      The sounds of battle raged all around me, but I couldn't participate. Wouldn't participate. The only thing that mattered to me was dying in my arms. The bond between us grew thready and weak.

      I lay her down gently and stripped my shirt off, pressing it firmly to her back. "Blaire," I murmured. "You cannot leave me. I know you aren't ready to say I love you, but I love you more than enough to wait. I've waited for you for so long and I don't want to wait anymore. But you can't leave me. If you do, there's no reason for me to live."

      Silence rang around me. The battle was over, but it looked like mine was just beginning. Cal sat beside me, his face solemn.

      Clara rushed over and went to her knees in Blaire's blood. Her face was white with concern.

      "Give her to me," she said.

      "No," I growled. The beast inside of me said the same thing.

      Cal touched my shoulder. "Give her to Clara," he urged me. "She might be able to save her."

      My arms tightened around my mate. Her pulse was weakening, thready against her neck. "I can't lose her," I choked.

      "Dragon," Clara said urgently, "if you don't give her to me, that's an absolute. I might be able to save her, but I need to take her. Right now."

      She gently pried my fingers away and took Clara in her arms. A second later, they'd disappeared in a golden mist.

      I put my head in my hands and cried.
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      The bond between us was open. Rage and grief filled me. Not mine. Scott's. I frowned as I wondered what could have caused him to feel like that. Then I realized it was me.

      I opened my eyes and blinked to adjust them to the warm sunlight above me. I turned my head and saw Clara sitting beside me. Her hair was unbound and her feet were bare.

      "You're dead," she said matter-of-factly. "Or dead in the human world that is. Here, you're alive." She turned and gave me a sad smile, her hazel eyes burning against the brown of her skin. "You're with child."

      Tears filled my eyes as my hand wandered to my still flat stomach. "Is she dead."

      Clara's lips pressed together. "Nay," she said. "I'm keeping you alive with magic right now, but I don't know how much longer I can keep up with keeping both of you alive."

      Fear spiraled through me. "What does that mean?"

      A sigh escaped her. "It means you have to make a choice. A terrible choice."

      "Me or the baby?" I said, knowing in my heart that's what she meant.

      Clara nodded.

      There was no choice to make. I gave her a watery smile.

      "Save my child."
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            Cal - The Dragon who was not a Dragon

          

        

      

    

    
      There was a choice to make. A terrible one. Why people called things like this a choice always rang as bullshit to me. How do you choose one person to save? How do you make a mother choose between herself and the spirit within her? It was fucking stupid.

      I hated the gods for doing this to her. I hated Magda for her terrible choices.

      I fucking hated witches.

      Blaire, on the other hand, had redeemed herself in my eyes. Many times over.

      I was stuck in an odd in-between place. I was a dragon and yet I was not.

      I was not a witch's son, nor was I the child of a warlock.

      The dragons suspected I might be, but they were wrong. Very wrong.

      I was the child of a god and so the gods spoke through me. Most of them were selfish, childish, unconcerned with things outside of the scope of their pleasure. But some of them ... some of them loved humans. They loved all of their making.

      I spied Clara and Blaire lying in the meadow of wildflowers. I spied her terrible choice and my heart broke as I heard her say the words I knew she would.

      If she'd never redeemed herself to me before, this would have been the moment. Any one who sacrificed themselves for an innocent was good. Pure and kind.

      This would destroy my brother. It would bring him to his knees. I could see his future and a future without Blaire was not kind to him.

      I mulled the consequences over in my mind. I was never to interfere in a human's life. I could never step in and nudge fate where it wanted to go. These were the rules set forth for me when I'd been taken and introduced to my father.

      If I were to return to earth, to my life, I had to play by their rules, otherwise I wouldn't be allowed to return.

      But what kind of person would I be if I allowed someone I loved very much to suffer the kind of loss that would ruin his life?

      Not a good one. Scott's daughter was fated to be a power. She would be a bright light in the world and when it was dark, which it would be soon, she would be the one to light our way again. One of the few chosen mages to help us save ourselves.

      Blaire ... Blaire was an anomaly. Her fate was a starburst, exploding into a million paths. I could ... nudge her. I could ... nudge Claire.

      Nudging wasn't breaking the rules as long as no one saw me doing it. Or I could completely change her path.

      That way was more direct, more dangerous. I could give her some of my power.

      I'd never be able to tell her. I could never tell anyone.

      And then it all became clear to me.

      I'd already made this decision.

      Scott's daughter would be born with a seed of godhood buried inside of her.

      Because of me.

      I smiled.

      I reached down and I touched Claire's stomach. I felt the burning spirit inside of her, already so, so powerful and beautiful. I sent a tiny spiral of my magic inside of the child.

      Wake up, I whispered inside of the child's mind. Save her.

      The child woke.
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            Scott

          

        

      

    

    
      Three days had passed and I'd been going out of my fucking mind. There'd been no word from Clara and Cal had disappeared.

      Again.

      I sat with Theo and the others around one of the old scarred tables at Beastly. We'd closed the bar down because none of us were in any shape to work. Not until we knew what had happened to Blaire.

      The doors opened, bringing in a sharp edge of sunlight and outlining Cal's rangy form. He held something - no someone in his arms.

      Blonde hair spilled from the woman's head and down Cal's arms. I stood so fast my chair fell behind me and rushed up to them.

      "Is she alive?" I said, daring to hope.

      Cal nodded. "She'll sleep for awhile." He started up the stairs. "Is the bed made?"

      "We made it three days ago," Molly assured him. "Just in case."

      I followed him up and watched as he gently laid Blaire down. I tucked the blankets around her, noting how rosy her complexion seemed. Cal said nothing as he looked at her, his face a mask of blankness.

      "Thank you," I said to him.

      "You might not thank me for this later." Cal's eyes met mine. "She is changed. And it's my doing."

      I let out a deep breath. "Okay. Changed how?" This wouldn't change how I felt about Blaire. Or my daughter.

      "More powerful for one. Her magic might be wonky for awhile." He frowned down at my mate.

      "And ... my daughter?"

      Cal beamed at me then. "Glorious," he said. "She will be something to reckon with in her teen years. But I warn you, even Blaire will have trouble keeping her under control. Gird your loins, brother."

      I sagged with relief. "So they are both okay?"

      "I'm not sure okay is the word I'd use," Cal replied. "They will both live. You will have a happy life together." His eyes flared silver. "But there will be challenges." He grinned at me. "And a lot more babies."

      I covered my face with my hands overcome with emotion. "I can never repay you."

      Cal shook his head. "This is what brothers do, Scott. I won't tell you what I had to do, but know it was necessary."

      "I won't ask any questions," I assured him. "I don't want to know." I reached over and pulled him into a one-armed hug. "You've brought my mate and daughter back to me. That's all I need."

      Cal relaxed in my grip. "It was the least I could do," he said, his voice gruff against my shoulder.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      The baby rolled in my stomach, sending butterflies through my mid-section. Scott laughed in delight. His hands were on either side of my stomach and he placed a kiss on the rounded expanse of it.

      "Three more months," he said, his voice awed. He'd sounded like that from the moment I woke up at Beastly. Awed. With me. With my pregnancy. With our daughter whom he hadn't even met yet.

      As soon as I opened my eyes, I realized even though I'd made the choice to die, someone had saved me.

      From the way Cal watched me, I suspected it was him. He wouldn't admit to anything and when I asked Scott, he wouldn't say anything either.

      It had to be him. Regardless of what everyone said, Cal wasn't a dragon. Not all the way. He was something other. Something more than all of us.

      When I woke up that day and saw Scott standing over me, I'd brought him down for a kiss. I'd put everything of myself in it and when we broke apart, I told him I loved him.

      I also confessed my deal with Clara, but he told me Cal had already told him most of it and he was past the anger. He only wanted us.

      I only wanted him and the child burning bright inside of me.

      I wasn't ready for marriage yet. The mating bond was enough for me. It was more than marriage. It was a commitment between him, me, and our child.

      A child I knew had a destiny for greater than the both of us.
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