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Chapter 1

 

Bailey

 

I inched my way out of the bed, trying not to disturb the sleeping dragon lying next to me. Even in his human form, he took up a lot of space with his legs sprawled across the mattress. It made it that much more difficult to get around him, though I had to admit the sight of his toned, muscular body tempted me to stay. Who knew a fire-breathing dragon could turn into a sexy man with olive skin, spiky black hair, and high cheekbones that gave his features a chiseled edge? I might be genetically programmed to kill both shifter and pure dragons, but Aidan had somehow found a way around that problem and into my heart.

I touched my toes to the cool wood floor and expelled a light breath. Almost there.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Aidan snaked his arm around my waist, dragging me back across the bed.

“Nooo,” I protested. “I’ve got important things to do. It’s bad enough you made me sleep past noon!”

He’d gotten me to the point where I kept dragon hours, which meant I didn’t go to bed until almost dawn. It was putting a cramp in my slaying activities since I liked to catch the beasts while they slept in their dens. Aidan should have appreciated my strategy, considering I was killing his clan’s enemies, but our relationship was still new and he didn’t like letting me out of his sight very often. At least, not since we’d started living together a couple of weeks ago.

“More important than me?” He nuzzled my neck.

The spicy scent wafting from his hot skin was familiar and comforting, weakening my resolve. I turned my head to find him staring at me with intense, yellow eyes. “I’ve got to meet Trish in a little over an hour to go Christmas shopping.”

He lifted a brow. “Christmas shopping?”

“Well, yeah.” I paused to search for the right words, considering we’d actually be looting stuff out of stores that hadn’t been open since the dragon apocalypse seven months ago. Food, medicine, and products people used on a daily basis were mostly gone, but plenty of other stuff was still out there. Norman—a suburb of Oklahoma City—was down to maybe forty percent of the population it once had, and among those left, people generally only took what they needed. Traveling to get stuff and transporting it all home was too dangerous to grab many luxury items, especially since we didn’t have trash service anymore to get rid of the old stuff. 

“It’s more like searching for gifts.”

He nodded. “I have heard of this holiday called Christmas. The humans at the fortress celebrate it each year after Dragomas, and our merchants enjoy great profits from both occasions.”

“What is Dragomas exactly?” I asked. I’d heard him mention it to his sister recently when she came by our house—or lair as Aidan referred to it—but I hadn’t had a chance to ask more since I’d been on my way out at the time.

“The tradition began a few centuries before we were banished to Kederrawien.” His brows knitted at the mention of the dragon dimension where he and all his kind had been banished for a thousand years before returning. “It could have been influenced by your human holiday, now that I think on it, but our purpose is unrelated to religion. Dragomas is celebrated two days after the winter solstice as a final chance for us to spend time with our family and friends before full winter sets in. We hold a big feast, exchange gifts, and play games.”

In some ways, it didn’t sound too different from our holiday. “Do you decorate?”

Aidan gave me a knowing grin. “We do not haul trees into our homes and place trinkets on them if that is what you mean.”

He was referring to the pine tree I’d chopped down last week and put in the living room. While he was out doing work for his pendragon, I’d decorated it using stuff I’d found in a stash of boxes labeled for Christmas from the storage shed behind our house. A family had lived in the place before, but they’d disappeared sometime around the apocalypse and never returned, leaving everything they owned behind. I tried not to think about what became of them.

“Well, you better get used to that human tradition,” I said, patting Aidan’s cheek. “Because this is going to be a yearly thing for us—and my father is going to be visiting, which should be fun.” That last part was a bit of an exaggeration, but it never got old seeing Aidan’s reaction.

He groaned and swung an arm over his eyes. “Do not remind me…again.”

“I’m not exactly sure when he’s coming, but I guess it will be right around Christmas.” I tapped my chin. “Trish is going to help me find a gift for him.”

Which was partly why I needed to go shopping today. Until a few months ago, I had never met my father. Wayne had disappeared while my mother was still pregnant with me, and she’d never heard from him after that. It turned out he’d accidentally stumbled into the dragon dimension, unable to return until it collided with Earth earlier this year. The first time I met my father was a few months ago when he’d saved me from certain death after I got into a nasty battle with a couple of dragons protecting their nest and eggs. Like me, he was a slayer, but he had a couple of decades more experience. 

The second time we ran into each other, Wayne almost killed Aidan and two other shifters with me. I managed to stop my father before anyone was hurt, but it was a close thing. He didn’t like dragons of any kind. After I’d calmed him down, he’d promised to visit me for Christmas. How things would go once the infamous slayer who struck fear in dragon hearts all over found out his daughter was living with a shifter…well, I had no idea. I wanted to get to know my father, but I was also terrified of him coming. Would he try to kill the man I loved?

“Perhaps I should stay away while he is here,” Aidan suggested, sitting up.

I furrowed my brows. “Where would you go?”

He’d moved all of his things out of the dragon fortress and didn’t have a room there anymore. I didn’t want him having to set up someplace else just because of my father.

“I could stay at the mating festival. They’ve built a permanent village there so dragons from the Taugud and Faegud might get to know one another,” he said, then gave me a solemn look. “The Shadow might be a slayer, but he is also your father, and I do not wish to ruin your chance to get to know him.”

Aidan referred to Wayne as “The Shadow” like all dragons did because he seemed to strike from nowhere, never seen or heard until it was too late.

I took a deep breath and tried to phrase my next words carefully. “Is that all this is about?”

“If you’re asking if I’m afraid of him, not more than I should be, considering I’m meeting my mate’s father without acquiring his permission to be with her.” He gave me a wry smile. “He is not going to be pleased.”

“Does Nanoq know he’s coming?” I asked.

Aidan nodded. “He is not happy about it, but I’ve guaranteed your father will not cause any trouble for us. We must ensure we keep our word on that.”

“Then you have to stay here and help because I don’t think I can meet Wayne on my own.” Plus I couldn’t stand the idea of Aidan being alone with a bunch of female dragons that were searching for potential mates. As far as I was concerned, the only time Aidan could be at the festival was while I was with him. For one full day, we’d be there as requested by the pendragons of the Taugud and Faegud clans, but after that, we’d be out of there. I’d just have to protect Aidan from my father, and hope to God that Christmas didn’t end in a bloodbath.

“For you—anything.” Aidan reached up and pulled my head toward him, pressing a soft kiss to my lips. For a moment, I forgot the world around me, but then he pulled away. Worry entered his eyes, and I recognized the look. “Be careful when you go out today.”

“There’s been no sign of Verena,” I said, referring to the sorceress I’d pissed off recently. 

She’d wanted me to give her a powerful orb that could control dragons and slayers, calling in a favor I’d owed her as a way to force my hand. Though it was supposed to be bad to break a promise now that the laws of magic were back in the world, I’d refused. She’d vowed that I’d pay for that, but so far we hadn’t seen or heard from her.

“She will wait until we least expect it.” Aidan’s lips thinned. “It could be a while yet before she strikes…but perhaps not. We must remain vigilant.”

“I’ll be careful while I’m out,” I promised.

 “Perhaps we could shirk our duties and stay home for the day.” He looked me up and down. I was just as naked as him with only my straight, black hair to cover me. Aidan didn’t want me trimming it, so I’d been letting it grow out, and it almost reached halfway down my chest now. Usually, I kept my hair in a braid or ponytail to keep it out of my face while fighting, but Aidan always pulled it free once we were back in his lair.

I shook my head. “I’m already going to be late.”

It was tempting to stay in bed with him for a while, but I didn’t want to keep Trish waiting too long. She would never let me hear the end of it. Aidan and I had already had a long night together, so we couldn’t say we hadn’t had any quality time. Plus I really had to find that gift for my father. Maybe if he liked it well enough, he would be too distracted to think about killing Aidan. I could hope, anyway.

“Ready for some coffee?” I asked.

Aidan grimaced. “You may have that all for yourself.”

I sighed. No relationship was perfect, and all attempts to convert him into a coffee drinker had failed. At least it meant there was more for me.

“You have no idea what you’re missing,” I said, pulling away.

Aidan reached up and cupped my cheek. “I know precisely what I’m missing.”

Sometimes I wondered how we resisted being with each other for so many months.

“I love you,” I said, staring into his gaze.

He was quiet for a moment, searching my face. “No matter what happens with your father, Verena, or my own people, remember we are in this together now. It isn’t you or me, it is us, and we must make decisions based on what is best for us in the long-term. Do you understand?”

“Yeah.” I swallowed. Since finding out I was a slayer last summer, I’d felt alone even with my friends around, but Aidan made a point of reminding me every day since I accepted our relationship that I wasn’t on my own anymore. “I understand.”

“Good.”

Reluctantly, he let me go, but the heat of his gaze followed me as I slipped into a pair of yoga pants and a blue tank top. Until it was time to leave the house, I liked wearing something more comfortable. I’d put on my black camrium uniform later—which was what shifters wore since camrium didn’t burn like regular clothes. Dragons, in beast or human form, had super high body temperatures that could burn almost anything given enough time. It only took a few minutes for materials like cotton to start singeing from their touch. The bed and all the furniture in the house had been refitted or replaced, so we didn’t have to risk Aidan starting a fire. Camrium was also useful while fighting dragons. It got a little awkward when my regular clothes got burned off, and I had to fight naked.

I headed downstairs and put a pot of water on the stove to heat. While I was at it, I fixed myself a bowl of oatmeal. I tried to limit how often I used the propane burners, knowing my supply was limited to a single tank outside that would eventually run out. It was one of those things I didn’t like to think about too often, though Aidan had promised he’d build us a wood burning stove for cooking as soon as he found time. For now, he spent whatever free hours he had fortifying our house for the winter. We only had the fireplace in the living room for heat, but he was building a stove with an exhaust pipe for the bedroom and sealing off any rooms we didn’t use. He also spent a lot of time cutting firewood, which I tried not to miss supervising since he usually worked with his shirt off.

I carried my breakfast and coffee over to the dining room adjacent to the kitchen, setting everything on the table just as Aidan came downstairs. He’d put on a pair of tight camrium pants, and nothing else. He found the pitcher of fresh water I’d put out for him and poured himself a cup, grabbing some fruit from the bowl on the table as well. We had special utensils and dishes that he’d brought over from the shifter fortress. They were made from zaphiriam—the same black metal with red veins that Aidan used to forge our weapons. It was another material that was capable of being made fire-proof, so it wouldn’t melt if a shifter held it too long. The only reason I could be close to dragons was because slayers were immune to their flames and heat. Humans had to be careful, though.

Aidan pulled back a chair and started to sit down next to me when he froze, his gaze darting to the window. “Someone is out there.” 

His hearing was a little better than mine, so I took his word for it. I searched for my sword, finding it in the corner of the dining room where I’d set it after coming downstairs. Maybe it was just a friend stopping by, but maybe it wasn’t. People looking to loot houses were common these days, and my truck being parked outside wouldn’t stop them. I hurried over and grabbed my sword.

“Stay here,” Aidan whispered, heading for the front door.

As if I was going to stand there and do nothing. I moved next to the window, pushing the curtain aside to peek out. The bright sun burned my eyes. I squinted and searched the front lawn, covered in dried, yellow grass and edged by bare trees. About fifty feet away, a dark form stood wrapped in flames. The dragon had landed too close to my home, and he was leaving scorch marks all around him as he shifted into his human body. Dammit, we had a huge field out back where he could have done that. If one more shifter burned my lawn, I was going to set up landmines to teach them a lesson.

As he completed his transition, I made out his face and cursed. No wonder he hadn’t cared about destroying my grass, unlike some other members of Aidan’s family who were more courteous. And of all the visitors who might stop by at this time of day—when dragons were only beginning to rise from their slumber—the large man with a shaved head standing out there wasn’t one I expected. I pulled my sword from its sheath. Sure, I’d vowed not to kill any shifters, but only if they didn’t attack me first. It didn’t hurt to be prepared with this guy.

Aidan walked across the lawn toward his evil brother. “Ruari…what are you doing here?”

He spoke in English instead of the dragon language, which was likely for my benefit since he had to know I was listening. They were just far enough away, though, that I had to lean close to the window and strain to hear them.

“Is that any way to greet your loving brother?” Ruari asked.

“You are not welcome in my lair.”

Ruari had caused a great deal of trouble for Aidan, including preventing him from competing for pendragon a few months ago. His brother had used me as blackmail to do it, threatening to tell everyone that Aidan was working with a slayer. We were lucky the shifter who did become the clan’s leader decided to tolerate our relationship—though it hadn’t been easy to manage that feat.

“The pendragon sent me,” Ruari said, brushing past Aidan. “You cannot deny me entrance as Nanoq’s messenger.”

“Whatever you have to say, you can say out here,” Aidan growled, grabbing his brother’s arm and jerking him to a halt.

Ruari’s yellow eyes blazed, but to my surprise, he transformed his features into a calm mask in a matter of seconds. “This is something your mate needs to hear as well.”

That was my cue. Still gripping my sword, I stepped out of the house and met the men in the yard. Aidan gave me a disgruntled look, which I chose to ignore. 

“What’s going on, Ruari?” I asked.

He looked me up and down, noting my casual clothing. “Don’t you look soft and helpless without your camrium uniform. I didn’t think you could appear any tinier, but I stand corrected.”

The smug asshole.

“I assure you,” I said, lifting my sword and pointing it at him, “that my size won’t stop me from splitting your gut wide open.” It got old that people underestimated me because I was only five foot four and had a small bone structure. Both of the shifters might stand over a half-foot taller than me and Ruari was easily twice my size, with Aidan a little less than that, but I had a kill rate against dragons no one could deny. The smaller the target, the harder to hit.

Ruari clucked his tongue. “Without that sword, you’d be nothing.”

He hadn’t seen me back when I had zero control over myself at the sight of dragons. Aidan had tried chaining me to trees, and I’d still managed to break loose and attack using whatever I could grab off the ground. A slayer full of bloodlust could make almost anything into a weapon, including her fingernails. Mine had grown extremely strong since completing my rite of passage and could puncture like daggers if I used them just right.

“Don’t you have a mating festival you need to be at?” I asked, hoping to needle him a bit. “Or are you putting off going because you know there isn’t a female who’d ever come within ten feet of you?”

Ruari’s face twisted. “Are you questioning my prowess?”

Aidan moved between us. “We can save this conversation for another time.” He glanced at his brother. “What is so important Nanoq sent you here?”

Ruari straightened his shoulders, affecting importance. “Two Thamaran dragons attacked on our side of the border late last night.”

I lowered my sword. “What?”

Except for in the early days after dragons first arrived and territories were still being worked out, the Thamaran had not crossed the Interstate 35 dividing line. I might hate them because some of their members killed and ate humans, but they’d always respected the treaty with the shifters and stuck to their land. It had made my life easier because at least I knew the humans in central and east Norman were safe. I only had to patrol the west side of town.

“When did this happen?” Aidan asked, moving to stand next to me.

“They attacked one of our patrols sometime between three and four in the morning, injuring both males severely, and went on to terrorize a neighborhood not far from the border. No humans were killed, but a few were wounded while fleeing,” Ruari answered.

My stomach twisted. “I should have gone on patrol last night.”

“You can’t be out there every minute,” Aidan said sternly. “If you do not take some time to relax, you will lose yourself to slaying, and there will be nothing left of the woman I care for inside.”

Ruari snorted.

“Maybe.” I gripped my sword. “But apparently I’m not out there enough if the Thamaran think they can just cross the border anytime they want now.”

Ruari flicked his gaze between us, settling on Aidan. “There were two of them. Can she even fight two at the same time without assistance?”

I gave him a menacing look and stepped forward. “Would you like a demonstration?”

Aidan gripped my shoulder. “She can handle herself perfectly well.”

“If you say so.” Ruari didn’t appear convinced.

It doesn’t matter what he thinks, I told myself. The more important thing was to find out more about the attack. “How do you know it was two Thamaran dragons?”

“Their scent, and one of the guards was conscious long enough to tell us.” 

Aidan took several deep breaths before speaking, “What does the pendragon plan to do about it?”

“He requested that you be at the fortress in two hours. You are to go with him to meet the Thamaran pendragon and discuss the issue.” Ruari turned to me. “For now, he wants you to stay on our side of the border.”

“What? Why?” I asked incredulously. Just because I swore an oath and allied myself with the shifter clan didn’t mean I wasn’t allowed to carry out my natural-born duties. If dragons were attacking humans, I had an obligation to strike back.

Aidan gave me a patient look. “As you know, the Thamaran are not ones to break treaties. Before we declare war on them and risk our brethren’s lives, we must first be certain this was a sanctioned attack. We also need to know if it has anything to do with you.”

My jaw dropped. “Why would it have anything to do with me?”

“They may have noticed you are working with us now,” Aidan said, lips thinning. “If that is the case, the attack might be punishment for that.”

“By sending a couple of dragons to hurt people, but not kill anyone?” That didn’t make sense.

“Nanoq has considered that as well. It is possible these were simply two youths acting on a dare,” Ruari said, glancing between Aidan and me. “This is why our leaders must speak with each other before we decide on a course of action.”

“I’m at least going to patrol the border. That much is my right.”

Ruari pointed a finger at me. “By the pendragon’s orders, you will not fight today.”

“I’m a slayer and independent of your clan.” I crossed my arms. “Nothing in our alliance or the vows I’ve made says I can’t protect humans if they need it.”

“And if you happen to see dragons attacking on the Thamaran side?” Aidan asked.

I glanced down at my sword, knowing exactly what I’d do. “I’ll kill them.”

“Not today,” he said, shaking his head.

I gave him a mutinous look. “This is ridiculous! The attack can’t be about me, or they’d have made that point a lot clearer.”

Ruari inhaled deeply. “Even if it isn’t about you, it could become so because you have a shifter’s scent all over you. They will smell it, and this isn’t the time to be aggravating the issue.”

I shrugged. “Then I won’t let any of them live to tell about it.”

Aidan turned me to face him, gripping my shoulders. “Go meet with Trish, and do your shopping as planned—on this side of the border. I’ll make certain Nanoq puts out extra patrols so you’ll be safe, and we’ll find out what really happened. After that, we can act accordingly.”

He knew damned well if I had Trish with me I’d only fight dragons if they attacked us. Otherwise, I would do everything possible to get my pregnant friend to safety. I doubted they’d show up during daylight hours and especially with the extra patrols, though. Their first attack was at a time when shifters were known to already be settling in for the night, and only a few roving guards would have been around to catch them. I’d need to head into Thamaran territory if I wanted to find them now, which I’d never do with Trish in tow.

“Do you have any idea how hard it is to stand by and do nothing while those dragons are still out there?” I asked, giving him a pained expression. 

Aidan nodded. “I do, but you must promise me you’ll spend the day with Trish. This is about more than you and your need for vengeance—it is about what is best for us. Defying the pendragon will only make our lives more difficult.”

I sighed. Aidan was already using our earlier conversation against me. “Fine. I promise.”

“Good,” Aidan said, straightening. “I will meet you at Earl’s neighborhood later tonight and let you know what I’ve found out.”

“Just let me know when I can kill something.” I headed for the house to change and grab more weapons.


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Bailey

 

It was all I could do to stay calm while driving from my house outside of town and into Norman. The thought of two dragons coming into my territory and going on a rampage set my blood boiling. They would go down for that. I wouldn’t search for them until Aidan gave me the go ahead, but God help the beasts if they showed up on this side of town while I was out. I’d tear them to shreds.

Flipping on the radio, I caught a report from Hank about the dragon attack earlier that morning.

“…occurred at approximately 3:45 a.m. A family of four was chased from their home after two green dragons started lighting it on fire. The husband fell and broke his leg as he hurried to get away, and his wife and eight-year-old son were burned. Their ten-year-old daughter managed to escape without injury. Our town healer—Danae Logan—has been working tirelessly to treat their wounds at the Norman hospital, and she believes all the victims will recover. I’ll provide further updates as I learn more,” Hank said, finishing his report.

I should have known Danae would have gone right away to help the victims. She was a sorceress with powers specialized in treating the sick and wounded. Tending to three people, though, would be pushing her abilities to the max. I’d seen her use her magic to heal burn victims before, but she could only do one person a day if she wanted to finish the job. If there were two, plus a broken leg, she could only use a portion of her powers for each patient before she’d have to rest for a while. It was a grueling and exhausting process.

Trish and I had planned to take Danae with us to go shopping, but I wouldn’t bother her now. She’d likely want to stay close to her patients. Not being able to do anything to help made me feel guilty, and I wished I could do more. How was I supposed to continue my day as if everything were normal? Well, as normal as things could be in a post-apocalyptic world filled with dragons.

Veering around a particularly bad buckle in the road—due to a series of earthquakes that occurred when the dragon dimension collided with ours—I continued on my way to Earl’s neighborhood where Trish and my other friends lived. Hank had switched to playing music, putting on cheery Christmas songs to lighten the mood. I didn’t feel like listening to it and shut the radio off. I appreciated the efforts he went to for our town, but the guilt clawing at my chest over not being there to stop the dragons before they hurt anyone ate at me. Christmas music was the last thing I wanted to hear.

Up ahead on the left side of the road, the gate closing off Earl’s neighborhood from the other homes in the area appeared. Miles paced behind several barrels filled with dirt next to the gate. He was holding a rifle in his hands, scanning the area, and acting as the day guard. No looters would ever get past him. He had a knack for sensing danger and reacting quickly. His need to be cautious had about driven me nuts during a recent road trip we took, but we all came out of it relatively unscathed, so I couldn’t fault him too much for his methods.

He held up a hand as I turned toward the gate. I stopped alongside him and rolled down my window, letting in some of the cool outdoor air. Miles wore a set of black fatigues, and he’d slicked his blond hair back. The tense expression on his square face said he was on high alert.

“You heard?” he asked.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “Aidan’s out with the pendragon trying to find out why the Thamaran dragons crossed the border and violated the treaty.”

Miles lifted a brow. “It was Thamaran?”

“That’s what I heard.”

He cursed under his breath. “That’s the last thing we need right now.”

I couldn’t argue with him on that. “Especially with the holidays.”

“Are the shifters going to handle it?”

I ground my jaw. “We’ll see, but if I spot any green dragons around—I’m taking them down.”

Miles gripped his rifle a little tighter. “I’d kill them too if I could.”

There was more to that statement than he mentioned. When we went on our trip to recover an artifact a few weeks ago, two of the humans with us—Conrad and Danae—were made immune to dragon flames. We’d been deep inside a cavern at the time when they received the gift, but Miles had been waiting outside. Danae, who’d recently become his girlfriend again after they finally reconciled, didn’t tell him about her new immunity to fire until after we returned from the trip. He’d not been pleased when he found out. I couldn’t blame him since he would have been more than willing to suffer through the quest trials if he’d known that would be his reward. For whatever reason, though, the magical forces in the caves hadn’t chosen him. It didn’t mean he couldn’t fight a dragon, but it wasn’t easy battling one if all it took was one breath of flames to annihilate him.

“You’re protecting people from humans,” I said, giving him a meaningful look. “That counts for something, too.”

We had more problems with regular people fighting each other in town than we did with dragons. It seemed like every other day we heard about someone getting killed. Resources were limited, and everyone fought to get what little supplies could still be found.

Miles grimaced. “You’re not helping.”

He was going to need time to deal with it, and I wasn’t in the mood to console him. “Can you open up the gate?”

Wordlessly, he turned and shoved it to the side for me. I gave him a nod before driving through and heading down the road. It was quiet in the neighborhood. No one milled about outside chatting, working on their lawns, or making home improvements. Considering it was the middle of the afternoon when it was warmest, that was unusual. The people in this neighborhood took pride in keeping the place up and doing whatever they could to fortify their homes against the cold weather.

I pulled up in front of Trish’s house. Last fall, she and Justin had started living there after the previous tenants left the state. This was before the shifters took over the area and made it safer—at least, until now. It was a simple two bedroom home constructed with red and beige brick and had a single car garage. Justin’s SUV was parked in the driveway. I’d hoped he might have gone out somewhere, but no luck. We didn’t get along very well under the best of circumstances, and I had a feeling today would be no different.

Trish ran out the door to meet me halfway across the lawn. She’d left her curly, red hair loose so that it flowed to just past her shoulders. What little color she’d managed to gain over the summer was long gone, so her skin was as pale as ever, highlighting the freckles on her cheeks and nose. The naturally curvy woman wore a pair of gray sweatpants and a purple sweater. Her clothing didn’t quite hide the growing bulge in her stomach. Trish was a little over five months pregnant now, and according to Danae she’d give birth sometime in April.

She wrapped her arms around me. “I’m so glad you’re here. Justin is driving me crazy.”

“He has that effect on people,” I said, pulling away to smile at her. “Have you considered duct tape?”

“Ha ha, but yeah, he’s worse than usual.”

“Because of the attack last night?” I asked.

“It’s making him into a monster.” She frowned and glanced back at the house before lowering her voice. “He wants to send me down to the storm cellar and keep me there until the dragon threat is over.”

Of course, he did. Sometimes I thought about shooting him just to put us all out of our misery, but Trish would probably get mad at me. “I’ll talk to him.”

The tension in her shoulders loosened. “Thanks. I’d appreciate that.”

We headed inside to find Justin in the living room, sitting on their dark blue couch cleaning his rifle. He had two other firearms on the coffee table that appeared to have already gotten a good once-over. This was what he did when he was worried about something, but couldn’t do anything about it.

“Please tell me you have a heavy-duty safe to keep those in after the baby is born,” I said, gesturing at his weaponry.

He cast me an annoyed look. “Of course, I do.”

“You know they aren’t going to do you much good against dragons.”

He ground his jaw. “They’ll help me draw attention away from my future wife if they come here.”

“Because you’ll be so much help to Trish if you’re dead.” I stared at him, waiting for a response, but he ignored me and kept cleaning his rifle. I turned to Trish. “When are you getting married?”

She brightened. “The pastor at the Crossroads Church said he could do it New Years Day. We’re just going to keep it simple, so no one has to get dressed up or anything.”

Crossroads Church formed shortly after the dragons arrived. It was actually a blending of several congregations in the area as well as new members who’d suddenly become religious after the apocalypse. They’d grown to almost three hundred people living in their hastily constructed compound, and it took up about four blocks of buildings and homes. Anyone could join them, but they had to follow a strict set of rules. For those of us who chose to remain on the outside, we could still ask for their help with burials and religious services. They only asked that we provide food or other supplies in exchange. Since the church didn’t seem to be trying to force anyone to join or follow their dictates, I was all for their presence. It wasn’t like in some movies where a scary preacher ran around warning everyone they’d burn in Hell if they didn’t get right with God. The husband and wife who ran the church were nice and friendly, and they preached tolerance.

“Let me know what time, and I’ll be there,” I said.

Trish smiled. “Thanks. So how are things going with you and Aidan?”

I sat on the arm of their loveseat. “Great, actually. It’s going a lot easier than I thought.”

“Really?” She lifted a brow. “You haven’t discovered any weird quirks or something else strange about him now that you’re living together? He’s part dragon—there’s gotta be quirks.”

My lips twitched. “He belches fire in his sleep.”

Justin snorted.

“You’re joking, right?” Trish asked, eyes wide.

I shrugged. “Not really, but it’s just tiny puffs of flames. The blankets are fireproof, and since I stopped wearing clothes to bed, I haven’t had to worry about them getting ruined anymore.”

Justin rammed a cleaning rod through the barrel of his rifle. “That was more information than I needed to know.”

Trish went over and whacked him on the head. “Get over it. Just the other night you ran from the house naked with only a Glock in your hand when you thought you heard Jennifer’s dog barking. Poor Norma is going to be traumatized for weeks over that.”

I rather doubted it. The older woman probably enjoyed it, though she might have pretended to be offended just to embarrass Justin.

“What was Norma doing up?” I asked. She was usually in bed by eight, which was well before Justin settled for the night.

Trish shrugged. “She gets insomnia sometimes, so she sits on her porch until she gets tired.”

“Isn’t it getting a little cold for that?”

“She wraps herself up in blankets.” Trish glanced at Justin. “Unlike some people.”

He ground his jaw. “Bomber doesn’t bark for no reason. I didn’t want to waste time getting dressed.”

I made a mental note that Trish should look into getting him a robe for Christmas. “So what was he barking at?”

“A rabbit,” he said, turning his attention back to his rifle.

I snickered. “It’s good that people in the neighborhood have you to protect them from such scary things.”

“Like how you stopped the dragons from attacking last night?” he growled.

I tensed at the reminder. “I can’t be everywhere at once.”

“No.” He put a hand on his knee and glared at me. “You were too busy with your new dragon boyfriend to bother protecting this city like you should.”

“Justin, that’s not fair.” Trish glared at him. “Bailey deserves to have a life, too.”

I sighed. “No, he’s right. I should have been out there to stop them.”

“But…” Trish began.

“Are the shifters going to do anything about it, or is it up to us?” Justin interrupted.

“They’re doing something.” I went on to explain what I knew of the attack and that Aidan and the pendragon were meeting with the Thamaran dragons to try resolving the situation. “Hopefully, it was a one-time thing and won’t happen again.”

Though I still wanted the attackers dead.

“So we can still go Christmas shopping?” Trish asked.

Justin shot her a dark look. “You’re not going out today—not after what happened.”

I put a hand on my hip. “Nanoq will have extra patrols on the border by now. There’s no way the dragons would attack again this soon and during the day. Even if they do, I can protect Trish just fine.”

He shook his head. “You can’t guarantee her safety. I want her here where I can keep an eye on her.”

Trish crossed her arms. “I’m standing right here, and I’m telling you I’m going.”

“No.”

“Yes,” she said firmly. “It’s a free country.”

He rolled his eyes. “There’s no country left!”

I considered taking the butt stock of Justin’s rifle from him and hitting him in the head with it. “You’re not keeping her a prisoner here.”

He stood. “I’m not letting you put the mother of my child in danger!”

A knock sounded at the door. Trish glanced between her fiancé and me as we stared hard at each other and sighed, throwing her hands up. “I’ll get it.”

I didn’t take my eyes off of Justin until she returned with Conrad. He wore his favorite pressed khaki pants, a green button-up shirt, and polished boots. The dark-skinned twenty-year-old looked ready to go somewhere much nicer than a looting/shopping trip, but that was how he always dressed. I’d never seen anyone more obsessed with keeping a clean appearance.

His gaze ran around the room, and he knitted his brows. “By the tension I’m feelin’ in here, I’m guessin’ Justin doesn’t want Trish to go out with us.”

“You would be guessing correctly,” Justin said, sitting to finish sliding the pieces of his rifle back together.

“Come on, man.” Conrad took a step closer to him. “You know me and Bailey will watch out for her. It ain’t right to keep your girl from doin’ some Christmas shopping.”

“Just because you gave up your woman doesn’t mean I have to risk losing mine,” Justin said, locking the last piece of the weapon in place with a final click.

Conrad flinched. It had been two and a half weeks since he’d been forced to choose between keeping his girlfriend or fighting dragons with me. He’d come to the conclusion that if she couldn’t respect his choice to help me protect the city, then she must not really love him for the man he was. It was a tough decision. Though he did his best to hide it, I could tell it hurt to let her go despite the fact he did what was best for him.

“Stop being an asshole!” Trish yelled at her fiancé, throwing her hands up.

Justin’s expression hardened. “Then tell them you’re not going to go.”

Trish paced the room, moving back and forth in front of their newly added fireplace. We were lucky to have a stone mason living on the next block over who could build them. It had been tricky finding the right bricks for the fireplace, though. Who knew they had to be specially treated and that using regular bricks put your home at greater risk of going up in flames? We already had dragons around for that without having to help their cause.

“We’ve talked about this.” She pointed a finger at Justin. “If you want me to marry you in January, you have to prove you’ll stop being so controlling. This is your chance or…”

He stood. “…or what?”

“Or I’ll leave you and move someplace else.”

Justin’s eyes sparked. “You wouldn’t.”

She lifted her chin. “Try me.”

Conrad spoke up, “Man, you gotta stop this shit and accept you can’t dictate everything around you.”

Justin’s gaze ran between us. We were lined up against him, and it was clear if he didn’t relent, we would help Trish leave. He sighed and ran a hand through his short, brown hair. “Alright…alright. She can go.”

Trish gave him a broad smile. “I promise I’ll be careful.”

“I know, baby,” he said, moving toward her and wrapping his arms around her waist. His features were full of anguish. “It’s not that I don’t trust you, but I worry. If anything ever happened to you, I don’t know what I’d do. You and I…we’ve already been through so much.”

She gave him a wobbly smile, her eyes misting. “Bailey and Conrad will keep me safe.”

I met his gaze. “She’ll be fine.”

“Try to be back before dark.” He pulled Trish closer and kissed her softly on the lips. In that moment, I could see how much she meant to him—even if that didn’t make me like him more. “I love you, sweetheart.”

“I love you, too,” Trish said, fluttering her eyelashes.

We gave them another minute to say goodbye and then headed out of the house. I didn’t want to waste any time in case Justin decided to change his mind. Trish was settled in the backseat of my truck with her safety belt on before I even started the engine.

“Hurry,” she urged.

“And peel your tires on the way out,” Conrad suggested. “That’ll annoy him.”

I put the truck into drive and gunned the engine, smoking my way down the street.


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

Bailey

 

I took Boyd Street going west so we could check out the damage the dragons had caused the night before. As it turned out, the attack happened near 24th Avenue, and we had to head north almost to Main Street before we reached the area. I slowed the truck, not worried about affecting traffic since there wasn’t much these days with the fuel shortages. There were several homes totally obliterated by the dragon flames with only a thick layer of black dust covering the ground to mark where they’d been, and one half-burned place with the side gaping open so you could see into a bedroom. For only one family to have been affected, I had to guess the other damaged houses weren’t occupied. That wasn’t surprising since most people had moved away from the interstate, finding places farther east to live where it was safer. 

I did take note of several red dragons—a color that denoted shifters from Aidan’s clan—flying in the sky. Nanoq had increased the patrols as I’d hoped he would, which would likely guarantee us a safe shopping trip from any fire-breathing beasts. Fellow humans would be an entirely different matter, though.

Conrad, Trish, and I were silent as we stared at the ruined houses. I was glad the Norman Regional Hospital remained open since at least it gave people somewhere to go. A few doctors still worked there, along with nurses and other medical personnel who had chosen to stick around and keep the facility running despite a lack of resources.

Danae went there whenever she could to help with the most severe cases, using her powerful healing magic. People all over town also brought fuel for the hospital generators by pumping it out of local gas stations. Even those tanks were running low though, and eventually there would be nothing left. I didn’t like to think about what would happen after that.

Taking a deep breath, I hit the gas pedal, and we continued north. I’d decided the best place to go was a shopping center on the north side of town by the airport. Some of the stores had been damaged, but it was the least looted area. That was primarily because for the first few months after the dragons arrived some of them had inhabited the airport hangers and surrounding buildings. No one in their right mind would go near that many dragon nests set closely together, and with the town’s population vastly reduced by the time we kicked the Shadowan out, the stores were mostly still full of goods. I’d done a scouting trip two days before since I wanted to make sure it was worth bringing Trish there.

“Where do you want to stop first?” I asked, glancing at my friend in the passenger seat.

The street was lined on both sides with big box stores, as well as smaller specialty shops. There were restaurants around the area as well, but those wouldn’t have anything useful. I was fairly certain all the non-perishable foods had already been taken out, and we didn’t need any cookware or tables. 

“Let’s try Target,” she said and pointed up ahead. “I want to pick up a few things for the baby while we’re out, and they should have most of what I need.”

“Sounds good to me.” I drove toward the store.

We pulled into the parking lot and took a good look around. There were several cars near the front covered in dirt and dust. It was hard to tell if they’d been abandoned or if they might have been new arrivals who posed a threat since all vehicles were filthy these days. I hadn’t been able to memorize everything I saw during my previous scouting trip, considering there were too many parking lots in the area, but I did remember most of the stores had at least a couple of cars or trucks in front of them.

Conrad and I grabbed our pistols, checking to make sure they were loaded. A lot of people around town knew me by now as the dragon slayer and wouldn’t cause us trouble, but I hadn’t met everyone, and there were always those who didn’t care if I fought to keep them safe. The weather was turning cooler, supplies were running out, and some people wanted to get holiday gifts for their families. That translated to increased danger when going out. I’d promised Justin I’d keep Trish safe, but I’d also promised her that she would be able to get the things she needed. Somehow, I had to make both of those things happen.

I led the way since I wore camrium clothing—which was both fireproof and bulletproof—and I could heal a lot faster even if I did get wounded. Trish followed close behind with Conrad taking up the rear.

Though the sun still shined brightly outside, not much light made it into the interior of the store. I stopped a few feet inside, gesturing at the others to duck down by some shopping carts, and waited a moment for my eyes to adjust. Scanning slowly, I searched for any movement. My senses were heightened since becoming a dragon slayer, so I also listened for any suspicious noises. It was a large building with a high ceiling. If someone were walking softly on the far end, I wouldn’t be able to catch the sound of it, but if they were within a hundred feet of me, I probably could. Nothing stirred. 

Inhaling deeply, I took in a myriad of scents, including dust, sweat, and urine. Humans had visited the building recently, but I couldn’t tell if they’d been there in the last couple of hours. My senses weren’t that good. It was a shame the pendragon had pulled Aidan away, or he could have said for certain.

After taking one last look around, I waved at the others. Conrad grabbed a shopping cart and tested its wheels. It didn’t make any loud squeaks or rattles, moving smoothly. We were all aware that we needed to stay as silent as possible if we wanted to ensure we didn’t attract any attention. In a place as big as a Target superstore, one loud sound could carry throughout the building.

Trish pointed down a main aisle that led to the back of the store where they kept tools and home repair products. I didn’t hold out much hope there’d still be anything useful, but I led the way there to humor her. You never knew if you might find some random item that had gotten shoved into the dark recesses of the shelves and missed by others.

As soon as we moved past the soft rays of sunlight coming from the windows, Conrad flipped on a flashlight and fixed it to the cart he pushed. I was still doing fine with my enhanced vision, but he and Trish didn’t have that advantage. We turned down a narrow aisle, tiptoeing our way through. My friends worked together with their flashlights to scan the shelves for anything useful. They found some glue, a small toolkit, and a couple of other random items. I made a quick dash around the corner to check for a tire repair kit; thankful one was still there. Most people went to the auto parts stores to get them, so they probably didn’t think of it at Target. I was always grabbing them just in case and had a full box of them back at the house.

After we’d filled the bottom of the shopping cart, we moved on. Trish grabbed a new pillow and blanket. Conrad found a few clothes in his size and a pair of shoes. So far, so good—we were all alone. Most people did their looting/shopping in the mornings, which worked to our advantage. It also helped that there’d just been a dragon attack to scare everyone from going out.

We made it over to the section with the baby stuff, and Trish went wild. I had to grab her arm to remind her to be quiet. We started small by getting infant clothes, pacifiers, and other things important for a new child. Not too many people bothered to loot the stuff since few needed it, and kids grew out of most things pretty fast. Before long, the cart was overflowing. Trish made Conrad carry a large box with a car seat inside. I drew the line when she attempted to get me to hold a baby swing. One of us had to be able to draw our weapon on short notice.

“Formula,” she whispered as we moved closer to the food section. “My mom had a tough time breastfeeding, and I’m afraid I will, too.”

I stopped and turned. “We don’t have any space left.”

“But the baby will need…” she began, trailing off as her gaze ran past me and her eyes widened.

I spun around, catching sight of several men coming toward the store. They didn’t try to be quiet at all as they slammed the first set of doors open and shouted to each other. We were caught in an open area directly across from the entrance about fifty feet away. I gestured at Conrad and Trish to move toward one of the side aisles, staying put until they were safe. Maybe the guys’ eyes wouldn’t adjust before we got out of sight, but just in case, I wanted to be the one they noticed first.

The second set of doors slammed shut behind them, and they scanned the store. Their voices finally dropped to a hush. Trish and Conrad wheeled their way behind a tall shelf, and out of sight. I inched toward them. Then a skinny man with scraggly hair looked my way, stiffening as his gaze met mine.

“Hey, you!” He pointed.

I froze.

Not daring to glance at Trish and Conrad, I moved toward the men instead. No way did I want to give away my friends’ location. If I could take on a dragon, I could take on—I counted—three, four…five men. Damn, this was going to suck.

Every one of them aimed a gun at me. Two had rifles, and the other three had pistols. Though I could take a lot of damage compared to a regular human, I could still die from a well-placed bullet in the head. This was going to be tricky. My sword and knife were sheathed, easy for the men to see if I reached for them. I had a Glock as well, but that was holstered behind my back and drawing it would instigate an immediate firefight. The only way to take these guys down was to lull them into a false sense of security first. I also needed them to point their weapons away from Trish’s direction or else a stray bullet might punch through the shelves to hit her.

“That’s it, little lady. Come closer and let us get a better look at you,” a man to the left said. With the light behind him, I couldn’t make out his features very well. From what I could tell, he had a scraggly beard, shoulder-length gray hair, and a sturdy build. Nothing about him appeared familiar that I could latch onto and maybe talk my way out of this. He was a stranger.

I kept walking until I was about ten feet in front of them and stopped. “What do you want?”

Another man with a bushy mustache grinned. “What do you think? Now keep your hands where we can see them and stop playing coy.”

Several of them lowered their rifles, so they weren’t pointed directly at me anymore. Despite my camrium clothing resembling kickass leather and the weapons strapped to my side, I was too petite to quite pull off the warrior look. Ruari hadn’t been entirely wrong when he pointed out that I didn’t look like much of a fighter, but that worked to my advantage now. All these men saw was a small woman in tight, black clothing with her dark hair pulled up in a high ponytail.

I inched closer, encouraged by them lowering their guard. They had a wide field of view behind me before the rows of shelves started and probably thought I was alone. I walked until I was within arm’s reach of the guy on the left and his rifle. In my head, I was already planning my battle strategy and how I might—hopefully—be able to take the group down without having to kill them all. It was my personal goal not to use my slayer abilities to take human lives unless I absolutely had no choice. You had to draw the line somewhere, or you’d become as bad as the things you hunted.

“I’m not looking for trouble,” I said, knowing it was useless to say that, but hoping my soft tone would make them relax even more. Yep, that was me—small and helpless. Nothing to fear or worry about.

“Honey.” A guy farther away spit on the floor. “You wouldn’t have come here alone if you didn’t want a little action. And that sword you got there? That ain’t gonna do you much good against us.”

Not if I didn’t want to kill them, but I’d pull my blade if I didn’t see another option. I stepped a little farther to the side, continuing to direct the men and their firearms away from where my friends hid. Conrad knew better than to reveal his presence unless I went down. His priority was to protect Trish at all costs and get her to safety.

The man with the rifle narrowed his eyes; his barrel still pointed at my chest. “Are you really alone?”

I mulled over what good excuse a woman might have for going out alone with things as dangerous as they were these days. It had to be plausible, or they’d never believe me.

“Just here for some tampons,” I said, cringing and pretending to be scared, which wasn’t far from the truth. Things were starting to get good in my life. Aidan and I were living together, and his pendragon was even condoning our relationship—if reluctantly. These past couple of weeks had been amazing. But I also had to think about Trish. If I went down, these men could find her and Conrad next.

Someone snickered. “That figures.”

“You ain’t too bad lookin’,” the man with the rifle said, lowering his weapon to reach a hand out toward me. Apparently, my fictitious menstrual cycle didn’t scare him at all. “A little scrawny, but I could make do.”

As soon as he grabbed my arm, I exploded into action and kicked him in the groin hard. He bowled over, and I grabbed his head, smashing it into my knee. His nose crunched. Grabbing his rifle from his slackening fingers, I used the butt stock to crack him in the skull. He hit the floor with a thump, and I went for the next guy, striking him in the face, throat, and stomach with his friend’s weapon. He was so shocked he didn’t put up much of a fight and went down fast, but the third swung out to punch me. I ducked and came up with the rifle, swinging it at him. The barrel struck him in the throat so hard it sent him flying. He landed on his butt about ten feet away, gurgling as he struggled for air.

A gunshot rang out and pain exploded in my ribs. Before I could turn toward the shooter, another round went off, nailing me in the side. I jerked, swaying on my feet and trying not to fall. The bullets were hitting the camrium uniform, but that didn’t mean I didn’t feel the impact like a sledgehammer smashing into my body. His partner fired next from another direction, and that bullet hit me square in the chest. I flew backward, crashing into a lone shopping cart. It toppled over with a loud clang, and I slumped to the floor in a haze of blinding agony.

Dear God, everything hurt. Pain clouded my vision as the two men moved to hover over me. They stared like I was an insect to be studied, running their gazes up and down my body.

“She don’t look dead,” the one on the right said.

“Nope, and I don’t see no blood. How in the hell did she survive the bullets? I know we hit her.”

I struggled to draw in a breath, suspecting at least a couple of my ribs had been cracked or broken. Camrium wasn’t as thick as bulletproof vests, so while it could stop penetration, it didn’t provide much of a buffer. Somehow I had to get my blade or pistol out. There was no way I could keep sitting there doing nothing no matter how much pain I felt.

“Do you think shootin’ her in the head will do the job?” one of the guys asked.

The other one waved his pistol around. “Damned if I know. Ain’t never seen anyone survive that many rounds bein’ fired directly at ‘em. Ever since those damn dragons showed up, all sorts of weird shit’s been happenin’ around here.”

Slowly, I edged my hand toward the knife strapped to my side. If I could get that, then I might have a fighting chance. The guys were too busy talking to each other to notice what I was doing. I just had to keep my movements slow and easy.

The store doors crashed open, and a second group of men came stomping in with their firearms raised. Oh, for the love of God. Could I not catch a break? Through my swimming vision, I was fairly certain there were at least five or six of them. They were a stocky group, and every one of them wore leather vests and steel-toe boots.

“What’s goin’ on here?” the lead man asked.

I closed my eyes, relieved to recognize the biker’s voice.

“This ain’t none of your business,” one of my attackers said. “This little girl took down three of us before we stopped her.” He pointed his pistol at my head. “She ain’t gonna live after hurtin’ my friends.”

“The hell you are,” the biker said. 

I’d rescued his friend Larry’s son when the young boy had been taken by a dragon a few months back. Though the gang and I hadn’t hit it off well at first, there’d been respect in their eyes once I got the kid back to them. Sometimes I saw the bikers around town, but I hadn’t talked to any of them since then.

My attacker turned his rifle on the new arrivals. “What’s it to you if we kill her?”

“That woman there,” the biker boss said. “She’s a dragon slayer who has been killin’ the beasts, and she rescued my partner’s kid when he got taken by them. Half this town is in debt to her for saving them at one time or another. You kill her, and you’re dead, too.”

The attacker with the pistol gestured at me. “This girl fights dragons?”

“She just took down three of your men, didn’t she?” The boss gestured toward the guys laid flat out on the floor, still unconscious. “Ain’t no girl her size could take down three armed men unless she was somethin’ different, and by the looks of it, she survived you shootin’ at her on top of all that.”

I was willing to bet it was the gunshots that had drawn the biker crew’s attention.

“Still can’t believe it.” The man with the pistol shook his head.

“If you wanna live, I suggest you and your friend get your guys out of here right now before I decide you’re more trouble than you’re worth.” The boss gave him a hard look. “In fact, you’ve got sixty seconds before I start shootin’.”

My two attackers glanced at each other nervously.

“Less than that, Jack, if they don’t get movin’ right now,” Larry said to his boss.

Six bikers—if my blurry vision was to be trusted—aimed their guns at the men. They finally got the point and hurried to their fallen partners in crime. Only one of the guys I’d knocked out could be awakened. They had to carry the other two out while my biker allies watched, not letting their guard down for a second.

Gritting my teeth against the pain, I started to get up. 

Larry came dashing forward to give me a hand. “I’ve been hopin’ we could return the favor sometime.”

“Thanks,” I said, grunting as I stood. “But I had it under control.”

He held my arm until I was steady on my feet. “Yeah, I could see that.”

The other bikers followed my attackers out the door, making certain they really left before returning to me. Jack—the leader—gave me a good once-over, as though checking for injuries. “You alright?”

“I’ll live.” I gripped my side. “Just a cracked rib or two from where the bullets struck.”

“I’m guessin’ that stuff is like armor?” he asked, gesturing toward my camrium top. It covered most of my torso in a tight fit, lacing at the back, but only had straps to hold it up.

I nodded. “Yeah. Bullets can’t penetrate the material.”

“She’s lucky she didn’t get shot in the head or shoulder,” Conrad said, walking toward us with Trish at his side. He’d met the bikers before as well and knew they weren’t a threat to us.

Larry lifted a brow. “What are you guys doin’ here? We didn’t expect to see anyone out after the attack this morning.”

“The shifters put out more patrols, so we figured we’d be okay,” I explained.

“And nothing is going to stop us from Christmas shopping.” Trish rubbed her stomach. “Or picking up things for the baby.”

Every one of the bikers zeroed in on her belly, then Jack looked at me. “That’s why you took those guys on by yourself. To keep them away from her?”

I shrugged. “There weren’t a lot of other options.”

“Tell you what.” He adjusted his belt where he had several weapons strapped. “We’re gonna escort you for the rest of your shopping trip and make sure you get home safe. A woman expectin’ a baby in this kinda world deserves all the protection she can get.”

As much as it stung my pride that I’d almost failed Trish, and though I didn’t like to think I needed help, I could hardly refuse. Plus I doubted anyone would mess with us as long as we had six bikers at our sides. It would be stupid to pass up their offer.

“If you guys don’t mind, I’d appreciate it,” I said.

Larry gestured at the cart Trish and Conrad had pushed up. “How about we start by loadin’ that stuff up in your truck?”

Trish cocked her head, a scheming look coming over her eyes. “Think you guys could help me grab a few more things before we go?”

Not even a shootout would stop that woman from getting her baby formula.

“Anything you need,” the boss said, giving her his arm.

Conrad snorted. “He never should have said that.”


 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

Aidan

 

Aidan flew southeast over forests of trees, farmhouses, and pastures with cows and horses grazing on dry winter grass. Lake Thunderbird sat to the north, a large body of water he enjoyed swimming in occasionally. It was a sunny day, and though cool, it was better weather than expected for December. 

He was thankful his inner dragon had returned the week before to enjoy the flight with him. After overtaxing themselves while forging an ancient relic back together, Beast had gone dormant. The dragon soul within him had been the one to help them fuel the fire they needed to perform the task, but Beast had pushed himself too far. For days after that, Aidan could not reach him. Most shifters did not have the kind of close relationship with their dragon half that he did. Aidan had felt the loss deeply in his bones. If he could help it, he would not ever lose Beast that way again. They were strongest when they worked together. 

Still pleased to have him back, Aidan let his inner dragon take over for a moment so that he could take pleasure in the flight, too. From their lair, it took about ten minutes to reach the Taugud fortress where his toriq—or clan as humans called it—held their seat of power. More than half of the shifters lived there while the rest, like him, maintained residences elsewhere in the territory. 

It had taken multiple battles over recent months, but the shifters had acquired most of the land stretching across the southeastern section of Oklahoma. It was more than enough for them, though Aidan wished they could extend further so that they could protect the humans who lived outside his toriq’s jurisdiction. There were a lot of people living in fear of pure dragons beyond his borders, but there was little he could do for them. It was up to Bailey and the other slayers out there to help where they could.

The fortress loomed up ahead, massive and imposing with its spikes and spires jutting from the thick outer walls and castle at the center. Thousands of years ago, they’d built it with dark gray stone, hardening the rock and making it impervious to a dragon’s destructive flames—which could burn almost any material. It had survived vicious attacks since then and continued to protect his people. As shifters, they were a rare breed that made up perhaps ten percent of the total population of dragons in the world. The fact they could transform into humans and that their beast size was smaller made them vulnerable to their non-shifting cousins. They’d learned to adapt over the centuries so that they could survive.

Aidan landed on an open field near the fortress, allowing flames to cover his body as he changed into his human form. He’d purposely arrived almost an hour early so that he could have time to recover between shifts. Switching forms too often wore his kind down, making them weaker. The last thing Aidan wanted was to meet with the Thamaran dragons at anything other than full strength. 

He headed through the gates, ignoring the disgusted looks of the guards. Many in his toriq looked down upon him for his relationship with Bailey. For millennia, slayers and shifters had been enemies. The very idea of Aidan mating with a slayer and living with her did not sit well with his people. Nanoq—the pendragon—gave his permission less than three weeks ago, but only because Bailey had proven she could be trusted. At grave risk to herself, she’d helped them recover an ancient artifact that could control dragons or slayers. She’d also fought in battle with them and regularly helped keep the pure dragons away from their borders. Though some refused to admit it, Bailey was a great asset to the shifters.

Aidan held his head high as he walked through the main thoroughfare where small shops lined the path on both sides. He caught sight of his cousin, Donar, ahead. The large, bulky male with short black hair and olive skin was examining trinkets laid out on a table. A hopeful vendor stood on the other side, informing Donar about each piece.

“Looking for something to give a potential mate?” Aidan asked, coming to stand next to his cousin.

“No,” Donar said, giving him an annoyed look. “I’m searching for something to give my mother for Dragomas.”

While shifters did not care to wear jewelry all that much, they did enjoy collecting it. They derived great pleasure just from seeing their hoard, but it also helped them during difficult times when food and resources were low. Other dragons and humans were happy to trade gold, silver, and jewels for most anything.

Aidan and Donar had been born within a few years of each other—both over two centuries old—and they’d grown up together. He knew his cousin’s mother well. More than once they’d managed to locate Esphyr’s secret hoard and gaze in awe at all her treasures. She enjoyed red jewels the most.

Aidan pointed at a gold brooch with a large ruby at the center. “That one.”

“Are you certain?” Donar asked, knitting his brows.

He was a good person, but he could be a bit dense at times. He’d never been all that good at choosing gifts for others. “Yes, I’m sure,” Aidan said firmly. “Have I ever failed in this regard before?”

“No, you haven’t.” Donar gestured at the vendor. “I will take that one.”

His cousin handed over several small, gold coins in exchange for the brooch. The shifters had their own form of currency, though Aidan had heard the humans usually did not use gold to purchase items. They had used colored paper and coins of lesser value prior to the dragons’ arrival on Earth, which he found strange.

They left the vendor and began heading toward the castle. Donar glanced over at him. “Have you found a gift for Bailey yet?”

“Yes.” Aidan smiled at the thought. “I’ve already hidden it, so she will not find it before Dragomas.”

“What is it?” Donar asked.

Aidan glanced over at him. “Why do you ask?”

His cousin shrugged. “Just curious.”

Donar and Bailey had not gotten along well when they first met each other, but more recently their hostilities had begun to ease. A degree of respect had formed between them after months of working together while she honed her fighting skills, but it was her gaining control over her driving need to kill dragons—including shifters—that made Donar look at her differently. Not many slayers were capable of overcoming their instincts so they could choose which beasts to attack or leave alone. Aidan hoped his closest cousin and Bailey might eventually become friends. He did not like having them at odds with each other.

“You may ask her about the gift after I’ve given it to her,” Aidan said, stopping at the steps to the main castle entrance. “But I prefer Bailey see it first.”

Donar worked his jaw. He did not like secrets being kept from him, even something as simple as a gift for someone else. It was the primary reason Aidan didn’t tell him. He liked seeing his cousin squirm as he wondered what Aidan might have chosen to give a dragon slayer as a gift.

“Is it a necklace? Or an arm cuff?” Donar pressed.

Aidan shook his head. “I’m not telling you.”

“You do this to annoy me,” Donar growled, then glanced at the heavy doors leading to the great hall. “Are you meeting the pendragon?”

Aidan nodded. “Nanoq has requested I go with him to speak to the Thamaran pendragon about the attack last night.”

“It is hard to believe they have broken the treaty with us, especially at this time of year. It will be too cold soon to stage a battle.” Donar paused and frowned. “Do you think they know you were in their territory not long ago and killed some of their dragons?”

Aidan had considered that. “No. We covered our tracks well enough, and the Thamaran would have sent more than two of their warriors if they knew it was us who broke the treaty first—or at least consulted us about it.”

While his toriq—the Taugud—had more than their fair share of troubles with the pure dragons, the Thamaran had not tried to attack them since they settled their borders. It was highly unusual. Their pendragon was an honorable male who kept his vows. Of course, Aidan still didn’t like the Thamaran all that much since they weren’t adverse to killing humans for food and fun, but at least they had the decency to stay within their territory—until now.

“It is too bad I cannot stay to assist in the matter as well.” Donar’s expression hardened. “But instead I must escort your brother to the mating festival tonight. Perhaps I will get lucky, and we’ll be forced to cancel the event if the Thamaran wage war on us.”

Aidan clasped his cousin’s shoulder. “We both know you do not mean that. I am certain the festival will be great fun, and Bailey and I will be joining you soon.”

A billow of steam puffed from Donar’s nostrils. “I’d be even more annoyed, but I had the opportunity to meet Ruari’s prospective mate a few days ago.” He paused and amusement lit his eyes. “Seeing those two meet will be worth all the trouble.”

“How so?” Aidan had yet to hear which female the Faegud wished to offer Ruari. It was part of the treaty that some of their people mate with the toriq to the south so that they might strengthen their alliance. While many of their members could not shift, some could, and they hoped to mix with the Taugud so that they could increase the numbers of those who could take on human form.

Donar gave him a devilish smile. “You’ve met her before, but you’ll have to wait and see who. Let us just say Ruari will meet his match with her.”

Neither Aidan nor Donar got along with Ruari. He was a schemer and always looking out for his own interests first. Most of their toriq could not stand him. He’d made enemies of many people, and considering he was three and a half centuries old now, it was unlikely he’d change. Unless, perhaps, the right female came along to straighten him out. Aidan racked his brain to figure out which female Donar was talking about, but he drew a blank. It must have been one he met a long time ago and forgotten.

“I will look forward to meeting her in a few days,” he said, clasping Donar’s arm. “But for now, I must go see Nanoq.”

“Take care, cousin.”

“Of course.” Aidan let go of Donar and made his way into the castle. 

The interior of the great hall was much warmer than outside. Several large fireplaces were built into the walls, each blazing with burning logs. Shifters could handle cooler temperatures in human form—though not as well as pure humans—but they preferred to stay as warm as possible. They kept the fires going to make it more comfortable inside and ensure the main dining area would be guarded against the chill that came with nightfall.

Aidan noted the busy servants moving about the room. Humans did most of the work when it came to preparing meals and cleaning the castle. They had decorated the walls with holly and manmade ornaments similar to what Bailey used in his lair. This was not the first time the servants had made a fuss about dressing up the great hall for the holidays, but this year they’d added much more. Now that they were back on Earth, they must have found additional decorative materials to use. The shifters might have complained, but since their own holiday was so close to the humans’ Christmas, they didn’t mind. If anything, it added to their cheer.

He nodded to several people who smiled at him. They knew he was living with Bailey now and respected him for it. Aidan had nearly crossed the length of the great hall when Nanoq appeared, coming from the back corridor. The pendragon’s gaze met his, and they hurried toward one another.

“I see your brother passed my message on to you,” Nanoq said. He was a large, muscular male with short, black hair and olive skin. The former Captain of the Guard had always been the serious type, rarely smiling, but his features had become even sterner since he became pendragon several months ago.

Aidan dipped his chin as a sign of respect. “Every once in a while Ruari does something right.”

Nanoq nodded. “It is good you came early. There is much to do before we go.”

“Where are we meeting the Thamaran?” Aidan asked.

“At the border on the south side of Norman.” A servant walked past them, bowing to Nanoq before continuing on his way. “I’ve organized a contingent of warriors to go with us.”

 

***

 

Aidan and the pendragon flew until they reached the bridge that intersected I-35 with Highway 9. The interstate ran north and south through the middle of Oklahoma, making it a perfect border between Taugud and Thamaran territories. It was considered a neutral zone where any dragon could fly if they wished. They landed on the cool pavement, folding their wings behind their backs. Aidan took a wary glance around and inhaled deeply, noting the other toriq had not arrived yet. 

The Thamaran pendragon—who was called Irman—was due to be there in twenty minutes, so he wasn’t late. Aidan and Nanoq had arrived early to scout the area and make certain they weren’t flying into a trap. A dozen warriors waited a short distance away just out of sight to back them up if needed. Still, Aidan didn’t dare relax his guard. Until they knew why the two Thamaran dragons attacked, they couldn’t assume anything.

When Irman responded to your request to meet, did he claim any responsibility for the attack? Aidan asked Nanoq through a private telepathic link.

The pendragon’s yellow eyes scanned the sky to the west. No. He said that it was his intention to keep the peace between our toriqan and that he would explain further once we met.

Let us hope that is true. Aidan snorted a puff of steam. I cannot imagine they wish to start a war. They’ll be going into hibernation soon and won’t be in any position to fight. Assuming the weather stayed cold for the whole winter. If it warmed up for even a couple of days, the dragons would be able to come out during that time, but they could hardly predict when that might happen to plan a battle strategy around it.

Nanoq resettled his wings—usually the sign of an irritated dragon. Agreed. I’ve always thought Irman too wise to pick a fight when he would be at a disadvantage.

They both stiffened when a handful of green dragons appeared in the sky. The Thamaran contingent skimmed over buildings and houses, staying close to the ground. There were several differences between shifters and pure dragons. Aidan and his kind were smaller, and their scales were mostly red. They also had spikes at the end of their tails, longer forearms, yellow eyes, and dexterous fingers for their hands. For the pure dragons, they were bulkier with large bellies, short forearms, long necks, and red eyes. There was no confusing the two races, though if one went to other regions of the world, they could find further variances in coloring and characteristics. There were also crossbreeds that could take on traits of both pure dragons and shifters, such as the Faegud—the toriq from the south who would be at the mating festival starting tomorrow.

Several green dragons broke off and landed on the rooftop of a building not far away. Only two continued forward, coming straight for Aidan and Nanoq on the bridge. They were very large beasts—almost twice the size of a shifter. Both must have been in the latter part of their lives to grow to such proportions, assuming they weren’t dining on human flesh to increase their girth.

Nanoq, the bigger of the two green dragons said, dipping his long, narrow head. 

He was likely the oldest as well, considering the slight fraying on the tips of his scales. It was a sign he was reaching the last century of his life. Pure dragons could live longer than shifters, but most did not survive past two millennia.

Irman. Nanoq returned the gesture.

The Thamaran pendragon swished his tail once across the pavement. I wish to express my regret over the attack in your territory this past evening. We have no desire to start a war with the Taugud. My toriq has more than enough land to meet our needs, and we only want peace with you.

Aidan often wondered why the Thamaran chose not to fight with them, considering they’d never particularly tolerated shifters and had battled with them in the past. There was a rumor that most of Irman’s warriors were already struggling in a war against a pure dragon clan on the western side of their territory in Texas. That could have been what kept them distracted, but Nanoq’s spies had yet to confirm it. Their toriq only had so many resources at their disposal to gather information, and they had to focus on more immediate threats.

I wish for peace between us as well, Nanoq said and scraped at the ground. But two of my warriors were gravely injured as well as a family of humans. This cannot be ignored.

Irman’s tail swished against the pavement once more, harder this time. I fully understand being upset over the harm that came to your warriors, but I do not see why the humans matter. They are like cattle, and yet more numerous. The loss of a few here and there hardly matters. They breed so quickly they can easily regain their numbers, and it is not as if they deserve to live after banishing us to that wretched land for so long.

He referred to Kederrawien, which had been a desolate place in another dimension. Almost all the food resources were depleted from there by the time they returned to Earth. Many of their kind had died either from starvation or fighting for what tiny scraps of food were available. Shifters had fared a little better because they could survive on the odd plants they found, but such a diet still left them weak and thin. They needed meat to stay strong.

Every individual in my territory—whether man or beast—is under my protection. Nanoq narrowed his gaze on Irman. If we are to thrive in this world, we must learn to live with the humans. It was our wars with them that caused the sorcerers to banish us for a thousand years. I have no desire to ever return to Kederrawien if I can help it.

You truly believe living in peace with the humans is worth the trouble? Irman asked, surprised. They may be weak and puny, but they are predators and consume many of the same food sources as us. It is ridiculous to compete with them! And while I might find their taste repugnant, I allow those dragons who enjoy human meat to partake of it. The faster we thin their numbers, the sooner they will be gone, and we can control the Earth.

Aidan growled. They are intelligent creatures—not food.

They are useless to us! Irman shot a harsh look in Aidan’s direction. And they have slayers among them murdering our kind.

If you stopped attacking humans—Aidan snarled—then perhaps the slayers would leave you alone.

Irman’s red eyes sparked. That is not possible. You might have found a way to live in peace with one, but I am certain it is only because she tolerates your human form. Those of us who cannot shift, and would never wish to do so anyway, do not have that advantage. There could never be a peace agreement with a slayer for us.

You would be surprised, Aidan said. He didn’t actually want the pure dragons to work out a treaty with Bailey since that would vastly reduce her hunting grounds and stop her from killing his toriq’s enemies, but if it protected humans, such a deal might be worth it.

The Thamaran pendragon snorted. I think not.

Nanoq shot a reprimanding look at Aidan before turning back to Irman. If you are not looking to start a war, then why have you allowed two members of your toriq to attack us?

They are not members of our toriq, Irman replied.

Nanoq growled. I have witnesses who were injured by them that say otherwise.

Did they tell you the dragons’ tails were docked?

Nanoq stilled. The wounded shifter who had reported the Thamaran dragons had not mentioned that detail, but he had sustained grave enough injuries—including a severe blow to the head—that perhaps he failed to notice the docked tails or forgot. They would have responded quite differently to the attack if they’d known.

I was not aware of that, Nanoq admitted. Though he hid his emotions well, he had to be furious that he’d not been told such a detail. So they are outcasts?

They are. Irman nodded. Several weeks ago I banished them from my toriq after they murdered several of my dragons for sport. They are twin brothers and rebellious with no respect for authority.

Then we will kill them if we see them again, Nanoq said.

Irman grunted. As long as you do so on your side of the border, we do not care.

And if the slayer crosses? Aidan asked.

I am aware slayers make their own territories, and you cannot hope to restrict yours, but as always, we hold the right to kill her if we see her on our land. He ran his gaze between Nanoq and Aidan. She and others like her are responsible only to themselves.

Aidan was grateful the Thamaran pendragon would not hold Bailey’s actions against his people. Of course, it could have been that Irman hoped his warriors might catch her while she hunted for the outcasts and kill her for all of the dragons she’d slain. It was unlikely he’d explain his motives to them, though.

Very well. Nanoq dipped his head. One way or another, the rogue brothers will be dead very soon.

Irman glanced between Aidan and his pendragon. Take care. They were among the most ruthless warriors in our toriq, and they’re very good at eluding capture. Do not underestimate them.

I appreciate the warning, but I am certain we can handle it, Nanoq replied. 

They parted ways, heading to their respective territories. Aidan’s gut clenched as he flew next to the pendragon and joined their other warriors to return to the fortress. Something told him taking down these rogues would not be as easy as they might hope.


 

 

 

Chapter 5

 

Bailey

 

I sealed the tape on one of the last gifts I was helping Trish wrap. With the bikers in tow, she’d gone wild getting presents for half the neighborhood. Justin hadn’t been pleased when he found out about my battle at the first store, but we’d glossed over the attack enough that he didn’t get too irate. He didn’t even mind that the bikers had escorted us for most of our trip. They’d left us at the gate to Earl’s neighborhood just before sunset to head home to their own families. I still wasn’t sure exactly where they lived in Norman since they were so secretive about it, but one day I’d figure it out.

“Here you go,” I said, handing the present wrapped in silver paper over to Trish.

We were sitting on the floor of her bedroom with the door shut so no one could peek inside and see what we were doing. Lit candles surrounded us, casting dancing shadows on the walls and reflecting on the dresser mirror. I was still rather sore from getting shot several times, but I’d managed to hide most of my pain. Trish didn’t need to know every little movement hurt. She seemed so happy after the shopping trip that I didn’t want to ruin her mood. 

She handed me another gift to wrap—a baking pan for her neighbor, Norma. “Are you looking forward to your father coming to visit?”

“Yeah,” I said, then frowned. “Sort of.”

“You’re worried about Aidan, aren’t you?”

“I’m afraid Wayne is going to freak out and kill him,” I admitted, rolling out the wrapping paper.

Trish gave me a sympathetic look. “This Christmas is going to be tough enough without your father trying to kill your boyfriend.”

It was hard to think of Aidan as a boyfriend. He had started referring to us as mates recently, despite the fact I told him I wanted to take things slow. That was kind of hard to do since we were living together, though. We’d gone into full relationship mode the moment he finished unpacking his things at the house. And no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t resist him. If I believed in such things, I would have said we were soul mates with the way we got along so well together.

“I won’t let him kill Aidan,” I vowed, pulling the wrapping paper over the pan and sealing it with tape. “Somehow, I will make sure they get along.”

She finished wrapping the sweater she’d gotten for Justin. “If you need any help, just let me know. I could stand between your father and Aidan, so they can’t get to each other.”

I shook my head. “Justin would just love that idea.”

“It’s your father’s job to protect humans.” She shrugged. “No way would he hurt a pregnant woman just to get to Aidan.”

Maybe, but I wasn’t going to let her do it. “This is my problem to handle. You can’t be with us every minute, and if Aidan and I want to make our relationship work long term, we’re going to have to figure out how to deal with my father.”

She put her hand on mine. “Still. If you need me, I’m there.”

“Thanks.” I slapped a bow on the present and handed it to her. It was the last one.

She cradled the gift in her lap. “We should put these under the tree.”

I lifted a brow. “How do you think the guys are doing with it?”

“I’m almost afraid to find out.”

Before we’d come into the bedroom to start wrapping presents, we’d left Conrad and Justin with orders to set up the Christmas tree and decorate it. They’d grumbled, but agreed to the task once Trish gave them her pouty look—a weapon she’d perfected with admirable skill.

“If they screwed it up,” I said, bracing my hand on the bed to get to my feet. My ribs protested so much it was all I could do not to groan. “Then we’ll just have to fix it.”

Christmas was always my favorite time of year. My mom and I had always spent the weekend after Thanksgiving decorating and helping my stepfather and brothers get the lights up on the house. Our electric bill had always doubled during the month of December, but it was totally worth it. 

I wished I could have been with my family now. Every time I spoke to my mother on the satellite phone, she sounded horribly depressed, though she tried to keep our conversations light. My stepfather had been killed in a dragon attack a few weeks ago, and she still wasn’t handling it well. I hated that I couldn’t be there for her. Not only was it the holiday season, but she’d also lost the man she loved. It was tough to imagine Grady not being around anymore. He’d been a father figure to me while growing up, and I’d been counting on him to protect my mother until I got back there. Now I had to rely on my two older stepbrothers and one younger half-brother to do the job. They were great, but they were reckless. No one could replace Grady.

Trish studied my face, noting the change in my mood. She had a way of knowing exactly what I was thinking. “Tell you what. How about I make some cookies for us?”

She must have remembered how my mother always baked during the holidays. Trish had gone home with me a couple of times during our Christmas breaks from college, rather than face her own family who stayed drunk and fought through the holidays. She didn’t like to talk about them much and hadn’t even considered going home after the dragons showed up.

“Okay,” I said, putting on a brave face, “but I hope you’re making plenty of them because once the smell gets out you’re going to have half the neighborhood on your doorstep.”

Trish nodded. “Absolutely, but you and I are getting the first batch to ourselves.”

“Sounds like a plan to me.”

We headed out of the room. Trish and I stopped at the end of the hallway, gaping at Conrad and Justin. They stood in front of the Christmas tree next to the fireplace, arguing over the placement of decorations. 

“Man, you can’t put the dragons that close to the soldiers,” Conrad argued. “We gotta have a few inches between so it looks like they’re about to attack each other.”

Justin held up a green dragon ornament. “They should already be fighting. Why not cluster them together, so it looks like they’re already in the middle of a battle?”

“Oh, for crying out loud.” Trish threw her hands up. “I told you guys to use the red bulbs. Where did you get those dragons and soldiers from?”

“Miles hooked us up,” Conrad said. “He and some of his friends have been carvin’ and sellin’ them to people. We managed to get two sets of twelve in exchange for one of those giant fireproof blankets Aidan gave us.”

My jaw dropped. “You gave him what?”

“We had two from the trip, and we only need one for your truck now that we’re back.” Conrad shrugged. “I figured we could give the other one to them since they need the protection as much as we do.”

Miles and his friends were working on ways to kill pure dragons. They hadn’t had any success yet and lost a couple of guys during their first attempts. The fireproof blanket might give them some protection, but it would also give them more courage to keep trying. 

I pointed a finger at Conrad. “Stop helping them.”

“Aidan gave them a crossbow last week. I’m not the only one,” he said, flashing his white teeth in a satisfied grin. 

“He what?” I was going to be having a long talk with Aidan about that later. “This is going too far. I’m gonna…”

“Never mind that,” Trish interrupted, and moved into the living room to get a closer look at the tree. “I want this fixed. You can keep your dragons and soldiers on there, but I want my red bulbs, too.”

“I put a few on there.” Justin pointed toward the top of the tree where three ornaments hung under a golden star. The dragons and soldiers crowded the rest of the space below.

She put her hands on her hips. “You will use both boxes of bulbs, and I will check to make sure you didn’t hide any!”

I glanced down and counted. They still had about fifteen more to go, which was going to make it rather tricky fitting everything. The dragon and soldier ornaments were about as big as my fist.

“Come on,” Conrad pleaded. “They’ll mess the formation up.”

“Your ornaments are made of painted wood that doesn’t gleam in the firelight. Since we have no electricity, the bulbs are as close as I’m going to get to twinkling.” Trish narrowed her eyes at him. “I don’t care how you do it, but you will fit them on there!”

“Damn, you take your holiday decorating seriously,” Conrad muttered.

Justin shook his head. “You have no idea.”

Trish smacked them on their arms. “I’m standing right here. I can hear you.”

I was really glad I wasn’t on the receiving end of her anger. Trish could be scary when she wanted, and she had taken to obsessing about this holiday season even more than past ones. God help anyone who got in her way. I wasn’t about to mention that I kind of liked the formation Conrad and Justin had set up. 

“Pretend the red bulbs are blood and build the battle around that,” I suggested.

Conrad’s forehead crinkled as he mulled it over. “That’s not a bad idea.”

“I know how we can do it.” Justin turned toward the tree and got to work, moving the ornaments into a new configuration. I was rather certain I’d never seen two guys put so much effort and concentration into decorating anything.

Conrad watched Justin for a moment, then nodded. “I see where you’re going with this. It’s going to look kick ass.”

He took another section of the tree and began to move the ornaments into place. They’d never gotten along better than in this moment. Apparently, all it took was working together to plan dragon versus human battle strategies on a Christmas tree for them to find common ground.

“This is what happens when guys don’t have video games to play anymore,” I said, shaking my head.

“No kidding.” Trish came to stand next to me so she could watch from a distance. “I really wanted the tree a certain way, but I don’t have the heart to stop them again.”

A knock sounded at the door. It was firm and distinct, giving away exactly who was out there. I glanced at Trish. “That’s Aidan.”

“You can get that, and I’ll go start on the cookies.” She headed for the rear of the house where the kitchen was located. Considering Norma’s chickens weren’t putting out very many eggs this time of year, I was guessing Trish would just make them from the pre-packaged cookie mix we’d been hoarding. At least Trish had a big, stone grill on the back porch that the local stonemason had modified to add an oven section so she could bake in it as well.

I opened the door. Aidan didn’t waste a second, pulling me into his arms and kissing me breathless. It was a relief to see he’d made it through the meeting with the Thamaran alright, but he squeezed my ribs a little too tightly. My resulting moan came out more pain-filled than pleasure-filled.

He pulled back, knitting his brows as he looked me over. “What happened?”

“Nothing serious.” I urged him back onto the porch so I could close the door behind me. “We just had a small incident with some looters.”

“Small?”

“I might have a broken rib or two, but I’m sure I’ll be feeling better tomorrow.” I went on to explain what happened in further detail. 

Unlike with Justin, I didn’t have to leave any details out. Aidan might not like seeing me hurt, but he accepted that fighting was a part of my life. He’d even encouraged it when we first met. Now, since he’d fallen in love with me, he’d learned to take it in stride even when it bothered him.

Aidan ran a gentle hand across my torso, testing where it hurt. “Why have you not asked Danae to heal you?”

“She’s busy taking care of the people who got injured in this morning’s dragon attack.” I leaned against the door. “They can’t recover as fast as I can.”

Most of the time I didn’t like asking Danae for help unless my injuries were serious. Battling dragons as much as I did, broken and cracked ribs were a regular thing I could bear as long as I took it easy for a little while. There were plenty of other people out there who needed her special abilities more than me.

Aidan sighed. “I wish I could have been there to assist you.”

“What happened with the Thamaran?” I asked, ready for a change of subject.

“We discovered that the two dragons who attacked are brothers, and they were recently cast out of their toriq for their poor behavior. We are free to kill them if they appear on our land again, but we cannot cross the border.” He paused, working his jaw. “You are free to do so, but the Thamaran warned us that they consider you fair game if they catch you in their territory.”

I shrugged. “That’s nothing new.”

“It is possible that if they see you going after the rogues, they may leave you alone, but you should still take care,” he said, giving me a warning look. “The exiles are said to be extremely dangerous. You will know it is them if their tails are docked.”

“Their tails were cut?” That was something I hadn’t seen before. “Why would they do that?”

“It is a way of marking dragons as outcasts and absolving their former toriq of anything they might do in the future. If at least two feet of their tail is removed, they can’t grow it back.” He shuddered. “It brands them for life, and they will never be accepted anywhere.”

“So it’s like a death sentence?” I’d almost feel sorry for them if they didn’t deserve it so much.

Aidan nodded. “Most don’t survive more than six months after being cast out, but some manage to make it a few years if they are careful.”

“Does this mean we can go hunting tonight?” It wasn’t that late yet—just after eight o’clock—so we had plenty of time.

He knitted his brows. “Are you certain you can handle it?”

“If we wait until midnight,” I said, figuring the rogues probably wouldn’t attack before then. “I should be recovered enough that I’ll be okay.”

“The Thamaran pendragon warned us that they are vicious warriors. You need to be at your best if we are to face them,” Aidan warned.

A door slammed across the street and drew our attention. Norma had just come out of her house, carrying a big pot in her hands. The way she struggled to get down her porch steps, I suspected it was rather heavy.

“Are you two gonna stand there gawkin’ at me, or are you gonna help?” she called out. Norma might be getting up there in years, but she could bellow louder than almost anyone.

“That woman amuses me,” Aidan said, the tension in his face easing.

We hurried across the street. Norma handed the steaming pot over to Aidan, which he grabbed without taking her oven mitts as well. The heat wouldn’t bother him at all.

“It’s chicken noodle soup,” Norma informed us, then gestured at me. “Go on in the house, girl, and get the bread I just finished baking. It’s on the dining room table cooling.”

I hurried up the steps. If you didn’t obey Norma fast enough, she’d box you in the ears with a force that would leave them ringing. Despite being almost seventy-years-old, she could hit hard. I would rather tangle with a dragon than her.

The loaf of bread was sitting on the table just as she’d said, still warm. I wrapped it up in a red and white checkered cloth and hurried back out. Aidan was already walking across the street with the older woman. He held the pot of soup in both hands, and Norma gripped his right upper arm, letting him take on some of her weight. I wasn’t fooled. She could get across the street just fine on her own, but she’d taken a liking to Aidan, so she pretended to be feebler around him. I would have been jealous if I didn’t find it so cute.

I caught up with them just as they made it to Trish’s front door. Norma finally let go of Aidan to open it, and directed us inside. I glanced at the Christmas tree on my way through the living room. There were now several separate formations of dragons and soldiers with red bulbs in the midst of them. Conrad and Justin sat in front of the fireplace, studying their work and discussing possible further adjustments.

Conrad paused in his conversation as Aidan walked by with the pot of soup. “Is that chicken noodle?”

“Of course, it is.” Norma wagged a finger at him. “But I’ll box your ears if you try eating it all without sharing with the others.”

He grinned at her. “No promises.”

“And there’s bread.” I held up the wrapped loaf.

“The cookies will be ready soon, too,” Trish called from the back.

After Aidan and I had set down our loads on the table, I pulled him aside. “We’ll eat and relax for a bit, then go hunting later.”

“I will be checking your ribs before we go,” he said sternly.

I made a dismissive gesture. “I’ll be fine.”

He grunted. “We will see.”


 

 

 

Chapter 6

 

Aidan

 

Aidan sat in his dragon form with Bailey leaning against his chest. They were on the roof of a one-story building about a quarter mile from the Taugud and Thamaran border. He’d chosen the location with care. The shifter roving guard only passed by there once every fifteen to twenty minutes, making it the weakest spot in their defenses. If the rogues planned to sneak across tonight, they would do it at that point.

He wrapped his arms around the slayer, taking in what little heat she could give him. Aidan had a camrium blanket draped over his shoulders and back as well to ward off the chill, but after sitting for almost two hours, it grew more difficult to stay alert. The shifters posted on patrol had the advantage of constantly moving to help keep them warm. They knew that sitting still for very long would put them to sleep, and during the winter they rarely ever stopped to rest. Instead, the toriq rotated guards more frequently so that none had to stay in the cold very long.

Bailey rubbed at his arms. “You’re freezing, aren’t you?”

Aidan grunted, unable to reply with intelligible words in his dragon form.

The shifter patrol passed by again, slowing their flight to stare at him and Bailey. Catching a dragon and slayer huddling close together was not something anyone ever saw. They might be aware of their relationship, but seeing it was another matter. With each pass, the hostility he’d first sensed from the guards seemed to lessen. His brethren were getting used to the sight, and Aidan hoped they might even become accepting of it. Bailey was proving to the shifters that she was different and that she could be trusted. How else could she stay close to a dragon for hours without attacking him? It was one of the reasons Aidan chose not to hide their relationship and display it openly instead. He had to show his mate was not a threat if he wanted his people to accept her.

“Do you think the rogues will come tonight?” Bailey asked.

Aidan snorted a billow of steam.

“I’m going to take that as a maybe.” She lifted his right hand, undeterred by the scales, and kissed it. “You’re adorable as a dragon. You know that?”

Unable to remain silent at the accusation, Aidan allowed his beast to take over and answer her. I am not adorable. You should not insult your mate in such a way.

She sat up and twisted to face him. “It’s not an insult. I’m just saying I love you no matter which form you take and find them both amazing.”

I suppose that is acceptable then, misanna. I love you, too.

Bailey cocked her head. “What does misanna mean?”

Neither Beast nor Aidan had called her that before. It had slipped out without thought. It means ‘beloved one’ and is only used between dragon mates.

“So I can call you that, too?” she asked.

Yes, though you should call me ‘misann’ since I am a male.

“Okay.” She smiled. “You’ll have to teach me more words when you have time.”

Of course, but for now, you must watch the sky. Our enemies are somewhere out there.

She settled back into his arms, and Aidan took over his body from Beast. The night dragged on with the guards passing by twice more. Aidan began to wonder if the rogues would make an appearance before dawn when a flicker of movement in the sky caught his attention. Two green dragons were coming from the west and heading their way.

“There.” Bailey sat up and pointed in the direction he looked. “Those little bastards waited to show up until the guards were out of the way.”

She was right. It would be at least ten minutes before they returned, perhaps a little longer since they varied their timing. Aidan let go of the slayer and sent the camrium blanket to shiggara—a mystical pouch where shifters could store a small number of supplies. It was where he kept his clothes and weapons when he was in dragon form.

Bailey reached over and grabbed the bow and arrows she’d brought with her. Standing up, she prepared for her first volley. “Wait until I’ve drawn them to us before taking off.”

They’d worked out their strategy when they’d first arrived. The closer the rogues got to them; the more likely they’d stay and fight if antagonized. Aidan and Bailey didn’t want to take any chances on the dragons getting spooked and turning around. Once they saw it was only a human female and shifter up close, they wouldn’t pass up the opportunity to attack.

Crouching low on the roof, they waited until the rogues were only a few hundred feet away. Then Bailey let loose the first arrow, following it quickly with a second. She clipped one dragon at the top of his wing, and the other in its belly. Both of them roared as they were struck. Aidan was impressed with how accurate she’d become with her choice of range weaponry, considering all the trouble she’d had with the crossbow. The rogue with an arrow in its belly swiped several times with his short arm before he freed himself of the projectile. Then both dragons zeroed their gazes on the rooftop. 

Aidan didn’t dare wait any longer and leaped into the air, beating his wings rapidly to gain lift and speed. The dragon with the injured wing was falling behind his brother. Aidan directed his attention toward that one. The other rogue flew straight by, seeking out Bailey. She’d pulled her sword after firing her arrows and would be ready for him.

The dragon with the injured wing snarled as Aidan flew toward it. He was massive, more than twice the size of an average shifter, yet judging by his shiny scales he couldn’t have been more than a few centuries old. Pure dragons of that proportion and age could only grow that big if they consumed human flesh. It also made them stronger. Needing every advantage he could get, Aidan let out a roar of flames.

His opponent shrieked as fire blinded him. Aidan banked to the left, stretching out his claws to swipe at the dragon’s uninjured side. His talons tore through the thin skin between bones, ripping the wing to shreds. He continued his flight and swung around for another attack.

The rogue, though struggling to stay aloft, turned as well. A portion of his right wing hung in tatters, and the left had a small break in the top where Bailey had struck him with her arrow. Aidan had crafted the heads with a special design so they would hook in and fracture any small bones they hit. The dragon would not be able to stay in the air very long and fight effectively. It took a great deal of energy to maneuver fast in an aerial battle.

Aidan and his opponent raced toward each other. He’d always been one of the quickest in his toriq, and much more so than any pure dragon. Building up speed, he slammed into his opponent head first. The rogue clutched at Aidan’s shoulders and folded his wings. He weighed a ton, but the move was predictable. Aidan kept his momentum going and angled them toward the ground. He flared his wings just enough to keep their decent from being deadly when they crashed, but the rogue would still take the brunt of the landing.

As Aidan fell, he caught a glimpse of Bailey on the rooftop. She was locked in battle with the other dragon, hacking and slashing at him with her sword. Blood covered one of her arms, but whatever wound she’d received didn’t appear to have slowed her down.

He beat his wings once to pull up a little just before they reached the street below. Then he pushed against the rogue’s chest with his hands. The dragon dug his talons into Aidan’s arms, refusing to let go. They hit the pavement with punishing force. The dragon’s wings crumpled underneath his weight, and he let out a strangled cry from the impact. Aidan shook his head, dazed. He started to get up, only for the dragon to grip him hard once more.

The rogue’s mouth opened wide, and he lunged upward. Pain blinded Aidan as sharp, dagger-like teeth sunk into his snout. He clawed at his opponent, digging into the beast’s neck and chest. The dragon only dug deeper. Aidan brought his hand up and stabbed one of his talons into the rogue’s eye. With a gurgled scream, the dragon finally unclamped his teeth.

Aidan leaped to his feet, stumbling back a few steps. Blood poured down his nose, and a coppery taste filled his mouth. He had puncture wounds all around his muzzle, making it difficult to drag in a decent breath of air through his nose. In a haze of pain, he caught sight of the green dragon pulling himself up. Aidan leaped forward, intent on kicking his opponent back down. The rogue caught hold of his leg and gripped his ankle tightly. Then he lifted Aidan into the air and spun him around. The city streets and buildings flew by with dizzying effect. It was an impressive feat of strength that the dragon could pull off such a move while lying injured on the ground. Aidan’s stomach was knotting by the fourth spin, but then he found himself sailing through the air. He slammed into a light post, his back striking it with bone-jarring force.

He fell to the ground in a crumpled heap. Agony raced down his spine and toward his legs. He wasn’t paralyzed, but something had cracked or broken during the impact, and he could hardly move. Blinking spots from his vision, he caught a glimpse of the dragon getting back to his feet. His gaze was intent on Aidan and finishing him off.

The rogues have crossed the border, Aidan called out telepathically on a frequency that would reach any shifter within a few miles. We need your assistance now!

His pride be damned. These rogues were among the strongest he’d ever encountered, and Aidan wasn’t about to risk his and Bailey’s life by not requesting help.

We will be there in less than two minutes, one of the roving guards replied.

Aidan clutched at the bent lamppost, using it to help him get to his feet. The dragon was only a dozen paces away now. One of his eyelids was swollen shut, blood leaking from it. The other blazed bright red with anger, glowing in the moonlight. The dragon stomped his way closer and closer with murderous intent, blood dripping from his mouth—Aidan’s blood. The rogue licked at it as if he enjoyed the taste and wanted more.

Pushing aside the excruciating agony he felt, Aidan crouched low. Then he pushed off with his hind legs and leaped at the pure dragon, colliding with him. The momentum sent them to the ground. They wrestled back and forth, neither able to hold the top position for long. Aidan clawed at his opponent’s face and chest, working to do as much damage as possible.

A scream tore through the air—Bailey on the rooftop.

Adrenaline surged through Aidan. He swung back his arm and punched the rogue as hard as he could in the snout, smashing bones and knocking out teeth. The dragon bellowed in pain. It was just enough of a distraction that Aidan could untangle himself and get back to his feet. He lifted into the air, not caring about his opponent anymore or his injuries, and raced toward Bailey. She was the only thing he cared about.

From the corner of his eye, he caught sight of the shifter patrol arriving. Both went for the rogue he’d left behind. Aidan focused on Bailey’s attacker on the rooftop, whose back faced toward him. He jumped on top of the dragon, clawing at his neck. The rogue roared loudly and spun around so fast he sent Aidan flying off. He crashed into a short, cement barrier at the roof’s edge. Aidan struggled to get up, fighting through another round of shooting pain in his back. 

The rogue began stomping his way, but then his gaze moved past Aidan. He snarled and took off from the roof, flying straight for the shifters below who struggled against the pure dragon on the ground. The massive beast picked the guards up by their necks and flung them in opposite directions through the air. Then he grabbed hold of his injured brother and took off, heading straight for the Thamaran border.

Aidan was in no shape to get into the air and stop them before they crossed. The two shifter guards recovered, rising to their feet. They took flight right away, but not soon enough. By the time they got close, the rogues had entered the neutral zone and only needed a few seconds to get to safety. Aidan cursed. This was not how he’d expected the battle to go at all.

“Aidan,” Bailey called out. She lay sprawled about twenty feet away, resting on her elbows, and one of her legs sat at an odd angle. 

He stumbled toward her and let Beast take over. How badly are you hurt?

“Just a few gashes and a broken leg,” she said, giving him a wobbly smile. “If you hadn’t come when you did, that ugly dragon might have ripped my throat out—which would have sucked. I can only imagine the scars his teeth would have left behind.”

Beast fell to his knees next to her. I do not find this situation humorous.

Bailey brushed some stray strands of hair from her face. Her braid must have come loose during the battle. “Joking helps me not to think about the pain as much.”

The shifter guards landed on the rooftop. One of them stared at Bailey, while the other turned his attention to Aidan. Those were no ordinary warriors. The two of you are lucky you were not killed before we got here.

We injured the rogues enough they will not return tonight, but I suggest you double the guard for tomorrow, Aidan replied, taking back over from Beast. They are man-eaters and too dangerous to fight one-on-one.

The shifter nodded. Agreed. Do you need us to take you to the healer?

There was a shifter at the fortress who had a magical talent for treating wounds and illness, much like Danae. But Bailey was not accepted by his toriq well enough for her to be allowed into the circle of stones where the healer performed his strongest work, and Aidan would not go without her. They could ask for Danae’s assistance, but the sorceress would be in no shape to help them after treating the attack victims of the previous night. For now, he and Bailey would have to recuperate on their own.

No. Aidan shook his head. We will be fine.

The guard’s yellow gaze reflected indecision. But you are in no shape to fly back, and the slayer cannot walk. We…we could return you and your mate to your lair if you like.

Aidan could not believe what he’d just heard. They would voluntarily carry the slayer back to his home without being ordered? As of yet, the only other shifter to carry Bailey while in dragon form aside from Aidan was Nanoq, the pendragon. He’d done it to test her, and because he knew his warriors would protest if they were made to do it.

You would carry the slayer? he asked.

We saw the two of you together earlier and how comfortable she is with you. The guard adjusted his wings. And she fought bravely against one of our enemies. It is only right that we take her someplace safe where she can rest and recuperate.

“What is he saying?” Bailey asked.

Beast took over Aidan’s body once more to answer her, using an open line of communication they could all hear. They will carry us home.

“Really?” She glanced at the guards. “You would do that?”

They both bowed their heads, then cast a surprised look at Aidan. Until now, very few knew his beast could talk to Bailey through telepathic means.

She grimaced as she sat up a little more. “You will have my eternal gratitude.”

Tell her she owes us nothing. The guard spoke only to Aidan since he did not have the ability to communicate with Bailey. We will also see if the healer can visit you at your lair tomorrow. It is the least we can do for you and your mate.

Without the mystical standing stones next to the fortress, the healer would not be as powerful, but at least their recovery time would be less. I would appreciate that.

One of the guards moved closer to Bailey, waiting until she gave permission to pick her up. She cried out as her broken leg was jostled, but then she rested against his chest. Aidan tried not to feel jealous over it. The other guard helped him to his feet, but he shook his head at being carried. While he was in too much pain to take on Bailey’s weight, he could at least leave of his own accord. Aidan stretched his wings to test them, then lifted into the air. His aching back protested, but he found he could fly. The guards followed him as he slowly made his way home.


 

 

 

Chapter 7

 

Bailey

 

Loud pounding on the front door jerked me awake. I sat up, rubbing the sleep from my eyes and trying to remember why I was in the living room. Then it all came flooding back. Sometime during the night, the house had become so cold that our breath fogged the air, and Aidan was shivering. Since the stove he was building for the bedroom wasn’t ready yet, we’d taken our mattress and camrium blankets downstairs to sleep in front of the fireplace. 

The logs had nearly burned up since Aidan got the blaze going hours ago. Checking my watch, I discovered it was just past noon. I ignored another round of knocking and added more wood, stoking the fire back to life. My friends outside could wait another minute—I could hear them talking to each other out there and discussing what was taking me so long. 

It had been over two days since the battle with the rogues, and our injuries were mostly healed, but my right knee still felt stiff and sore from being broken. The healer from the shifter fortress had done what he could, but apparently, he needed some sort of mystical standing stones to use his full powers. It took all he had to reset my kneecap and start the mending process for my fractured patella, as well as help Aidan who had cracked his spine in multiple places. How he managed to fly back to the house was beyond everyone. We’d been ordered to rest and recuperate for a few days before doing anything strenuous.

The knocking started up again. “Alright, alright. I’m coming!”

Stumbling toward the couch, I grabbed a set of clothes I’d left there the night before and pulled them on as fast as I could. Aidan barely stirred where he still lay on the mattress, wrapped in his blanket like a cocoon. While the living room wasn’t that cold for me, it was still freezing for him thanks to the fire dying down while we were asleep. It would take a bit for the warmth to build back up.

Limping toward the door, I pulled it open a few inches to peek out. Conrad and Danae stood on the porch, both wearing heavy jackets, hats, and gloves. Beyond them, a blanket of snow covered the lawn, and the sky was hazy and gray. No wonder my home had become freezing last night. We’d started keeping the heavy curtains over the windows shut at night and didn’t realize it had snowed.

“Hurry, get in here,” I urged, not wanting to let any heat escape from the house.

They rushed inside, and I shut the door.

Conrad turned to face me. “Where have you been for the last two days?”

“Sleeping,” I said, then limped toward the kitchen with them following close behind. This situation definitely called for coffee—and a lot of it. I turned on the stove to heat some water and pulled out the various canisters I’d need.

Danae leaned an arm against the counter. “Why are you limping?”

“I broke my knee.” My conversational skills were at their optimum this morning. I pulled out a few coffee cups from the cabinet and set them by the stove.

“What? When?” she asked, glancing down at my right leg.

“A few nights ago.”

Conrad brushed me aside. “I got this. You go sit and let Danae take care of you.”

“It’s almost healed,” I said but didn’t argue when my sorceress friend led me to the dining room table. “Another day and I’ll be good as new.”

She forced me down onto a chair. “Let me be the judge of that. Who set the bone?”

“A healer from the shifter fortress,” I replied. 

“This was over two days ago, and you’re still limping? He didn’t do a very good job.” Danae took hold of the waistband of my pants and pulled them off of me in one swift move. 

I gasped. “Do you mind? What if I hadn’t been wearing underwear?”

“Conrad is busy making coffee in the kitchen, and I would have told him not to look this way,” Danae said, examining my leg. “It’s not like we haven’t seen each other naked before.”

She had a point. Over recent months there’d been plenty of times where we saw more than we might have wanted of each other. I’d had my clothes destroyed in dragon flames a couple of times when I wasn’t wearing camrium, we used the same outdoor areas to urinate, we often bathed in the same lakes or ponds, and there’d been that time in the cave when Aidan’s flames burned Danae and Conrad’s clothes off. We didn’t have many secrets left from each other—physical or otherwise.

“I’ve never had my clothes torn off by a girl before.” I grinned. “One more thing off my bucket list.”

Danae snickered, laying my pants on the table. “One more off my list, too.”

She leaned down and started poking and prodding at my knee. Then she furrowed her brows, concentrating as she probed the inside with her mind. It was some weird healer trick I couldn’t hope to understand, but it let her see the bones sort of like an x-ray. Then her eyes came back into focus, and she started pressing on my knee again.

I winced. “Your bedside manner leaves something to be desired.”

“You should have come to see me sooner.” She gave me an accusing look.

“I couldn’t drive, and Aidan broke his back. If some of his fellow shifters hadn’t helped us home, I don’t know what we would have done.” I gritted my teeth as she sent some of her healing magic through my knee—the worst part of the process. “And anyway, you had other patients to worry about.”

“Not today, I don’t.” 

Danae turned silent, focusing her powers on torturing me. Time passed by with excruciating slowness. It seemed like forever, but in reality, it only took about five minutes before she pulled away and most of my pain was gone. It would be a few hours more for her magic to finish its work and for me to be good as new.

“Is the family you were taking care of okay now?” I asked, putting my pants back on.

“Yes,” she said, settling into the chair next to me. “I couldn’t quite heal all the burns in time, but the scarring will be light. They’ve also found a new home close to downtown that they’re moving into tomorrow. People have been donating clothes and furniture to help them start over.”

I suspected we had our radio guy to thank for that. Hank gave the town a solidarity we wouldn’t otherwise have, and he’d probably put out a request for people to help. It wasn’t like it cost anyone money. All they had to do was loot stores or unoccupied houses to get things, though moving furniture would be a pain.

Conrad poked his head around the kitchen doorway. “Can I leave this stove on for a few minutes to get more warmth in here?”

“Yeah, sure,” I agreed, figuring Aidan would appreciate the extra heat as well. It would burn through more of my propane, but I’d started formulating a plan on how to obtain another tank. It would just require making a deal with the right person—and getting a lot of green dragon scales. Killing those rogues would be a good start.

Danae glanced toward the living room. “I’m surprised Aidan isn’t up.”

“Between his injured back and the cold, he’s pretty much in a coma state for the moment.” And he trusted me to watch over him while he slept. There was something nice about knowing a dragon had full faith in my willingness to protect him while he was vulnerable, despite me being a slayer.

Her brows furrowed. “I could take a look at him if you want.”

“Do you still have enough energy left?” I asked.

She made a dismissive gesture. “Your leg was easy, and he’s probably half-healed already, too.”

Conrad came in carrying steaming coffee mugs for us. Danae and I took ours, sipping at their soothing goodness. He stared down at me. “So I’m guessin’ since nobody has seen the rogues for a couple of days that you killed them?” 

“Unfortunately, no.” I shook my head. “They kicked our asses and then ran when reinforcements showed up. We did wound them pretty badly though, so maybe they’re recovering from that.”

He sighed. “Damn. I’d hoped you got them.”

Surprise flickered in Danae’s gaze. “They were so tough that you and Aidan couldn’t take them down together?”

“They were huge, and the strongest dragons I’ve ever fought.” I frowned. “It’s going to take more than two of us if we want to kill them.”

She grimaced. “That’s not good.”

“No, it isn’t.”

Conrad headed back for the kitchen, returning a moment later with a bowl of oatmeal for me and an apple. Aidan kept our home stocked with all kinds of food from the fortress, so I didn’t have to forage for supplies that much anymore. From what I understood, they had greenhouses where they could grow enough fruits and vegetables to provide for most of their clan through the winter. Aidan still hunted a couple of times a week so we could have fresh meat, though. I was almost certain I’d gained a few pounds since we started living together because he kept me a little too well fed.

“Thanks,” I said to Conrad. “You didn’t have to get me breakfast, too.”

He settled into a chair on the opposite side of the table from us and cradled his coffee mug. “I might have eaten some of those rolls you had in there.” He shrugged. “I figured the least I could do was bring you breakfast. But damn, those rolls are good.”

“I keep telling Aidan we should steal Kayla from the fortress and have her live here so she can make them for us every day.” She was a teenage human girl who’d been living with the shifters for a few years since accidentally crossing into Kederrawien. Occasionally she did some spying for Aidan, but her primary job was in the castle kitchens. No one could make sweeter rolls than her. She’d dropped by yesterday to bring us a fresh batch since she’d heard we were stuck home recovering.

“Hell, I’m thinkin’ of kidnapping her myself and making her live in Earl’s neighborhood.” Conrad grinned. “Why should you two get her all to yourselves?”

I narrowed my eyes. “Don’t even think about it.”

He shrugged. “I’d bribe her with my stash of candy bars to stay there, of course.”

I already knew he was joking, but the mention of giving away his chocolate stash settled it. Conrad didn’t share his candy very often. There was only so much left in the world, and people had bigger priorities than figuring out how to make more.

Danae drained the last of her coffee and set her mug down. “Speaking of giving people things, I still need to find a gift for Miles.”

“You haven’t gotten one yet?” I asked. Christmas was only a few days away.

She pulled at her blonde ponytail. “I’ve been busy healing people and missed out on going with you and Trish.”

I glanced toward the curtained window, recalling what I’d seen outside. “The snow is going to make it tough getting around.”

“We got here just fine, didn’t we? The snow isn’t that bad.”

Conrad pointed a finger at his chest. “That’s cuz I drove.”

I ate a few bites of my oatmeal before replying. “At least it’s cold enough the dragons won’t be out today.”

“Exactly.” She smiled. “This is the best time to go.”

“And we could check out the Thamaran side of town to see if anyone knows where they’re nesting,” Conrad said, stealing my apple from me and chomping into it.

I lifted a brow. “Seriously?”

“A man has to eat when he can.”

I considered flinging some oatmeal into his face but decided it would be a waste. “See if I ever bring any of Kayla’s rolls over to you again.”

His brown eyes rounded. “Want the apple back?”

“No.” I scowled at him.

Aidan came stumbling into the dining room. Thankfully, he’d pulled on a pair of pants before making an appearance, but his dark hair was still sticking up in all directions and needed a good combing. He looked at me. “Water?”

“Conrad will get you some,” I said, gesturing at the man in question.

“What? Why me?” He glared. “I ain’t no servant.”

“That’s what you get for taking my apple.”

He made a sound of annoyance. “Fine, I’ll get the damned water, but only cuz ya’ll look like hell.”

While Conrad headed off for the kitchen, Aidan took his chair. “Did I hear there is snow outside?”

“Afraid so,” I replied.

He grunted. “I hate snow.”

“Do you want me to look at your back?” Danae asked, expression concerned.

Aidan straightened in his seat, wincing as he did so. “It’s healing. I will be fine.”

I rolled my eyes. “Which is why you came in here hunched over and scowling? Just let her look at it and see if she can help.”

Danae got up and moved behind him. “This won’t take long.”

“It is unnecessary,” he argued, but still leaned forward when she nudged him.

“There’s no reason for you to be in pain if I can fix it.” Her brows furrowed as she ran her fingers down his spine, energy from her probing magic filling the air. I couldn’t help feeling a stab of jealousy at her being so close to him, but I reminded myself this needed to be done.

Aidan lifted his gaze toward me. “Did she heal you?”

“Yes, and I’m doing much better now.” I gave him an encouraging smile, hoping it would help him cooperate.

“Good.”

Danae sucked in a breath. “Damn, Aidan. You cracked your spine in three places. I can see where your healer began the mending process, but he didn’t finish, and you’re not healing fast enough on your own.”

It was because of the cold. I’d discovered shifters didn’t recover as quickly in the winter because their metabolisms slowed down. The healer had warned me about that while he was here, which was also why he couldn’t help as much as he would have liked. His magic was affected by the weather, too.

“I told him to focus on Bailey,” Aidan said, unrepentant.

Danae made a disgruntled noise and shook her finger at him. “You needed the healer’s help more. I know shifter physiology is different, but it’s a miracle you’re even walking.”

“Exactly my point, but he wouldn’t listen to me.” Aidan could be too stubborn for his own good sometimes.

 “Men never do,” she said, then pressed her hands onto his back.

Conrad returned with a cup of water, setting it on the table near Aidan. “It’s called selective hearing. If you nag us about shit, we’ll tune you out.”

Danae grunted her reply. Healing energy filled the room as she concentrated on repairing Aidan’s spine. He clenched his fists on the table and bowed his head, hiding the anguish on his face. It hurt like hell whenever you had to have serious injuries fixed. Almost fifteen minutes passed before Danae let go of him and stepped away, looking at me. “I’m done. He’ll need to rest for today since this was a rather severe case, but he should be fine tomorrow.”

“I’ll tie him down if I have to,” I promised.

Aidan lifted his brows. “Weren’t you planning on going somewhere?”

He must have been listening to us for a while before he got up. “Only if you promise you’ll rest.”

“It is cold outside, and there is snow,” he said, sitting up straight for the first time in days. “You don’t have to worry about me going anywhere.”

I narrowed my eyes. “No tinkering around with any of your projects, either.”

He gulped down some of his water. “We’ll see.”

Knowing him, he’d get the fireplace going full throttle in the living room and work on the stove for our bedroom. The cold only gave him more incentive. “For Danae’s magic to fully work, you can’t strain yourself too much.”

“Then perhaps you should stay here as well so that your knee can finish recovering.”

He had me there. “Fine, but promise me you’ll take it easy.”

“Of course.” He nodded. “But I also ask that you try not to get shot again while you’re out—or break any more bones.”

I smiled and stood, intending to head for the bedroom to change clothes. “Of course. I’ve met my quota for the week.”

Conrad laughed. “I’ve heard that before.”

“Me, too,” Danae said, shaking her head.


 

 

 

Chapter 8

 

Bailey

 

By the time we left the house, the clouds had broken, and the sun had started shining, turning the snow into slush on the roads. Danae was the one driving Miles’ SUV for this leg of the journey. It made for a harrowing experience riding along with her because she slipped and slid her way through the streets like someone skating on ice for the first time. Miles was going to be pissed when he saw the dent she put in his fender after slamming into a street sign.

We finally pulled into the Sooner Mall parking lot, hopped over a couple of curbs, and stopped next to the Dillard’s store entrance. I was fairly certain we were partly on the sidewalk because the passenger side of the vehicle was sitting up higher. It was hard to be certain with all the snow still on the ground, though.

Danae turned in her seat and smiled brightly at Conrad and me. “Now that wasn’t so bad, was it?”

“Not at all,” I said, unclenching my hands from the dashboard. Even the most inept forensic analyst could have gotten my fingerprints off of there.

Conrad, who was lucky enough to be sitting in the backseat, uncovered his eyes and gazed wildly around. “Holy fuck. If I ever have to choose between ridin’ with you again or lettin’ a dragon carry me through the sky, the dragon gets my vote. Ain’t no way you’re driving back.”

“How is it that you were the one to drive over to my place if this is her boyfriend’s vehicle?” I asked. It was something I’d been pondering along the way, but I’d been too busy praying for deliverance to bring it up. Conrad could have saved us both from multiple near-death experiences if he’d discovered her poor driving problem sooner.

“Miles insisted I take the wheel.” He unbuckled his seatbelt. “Now I know why.”

Danae jerked the keys out of the ignition. “Great. Everyone has to be a drama queen today.”

“I don’t get it,” I said as we got out of the SUV. “You drive just fine when the roads are dry.”

She came around the vehicle to join me on the slippery sidewalk, almost falling along the way. “I grew up in Arizona, and the military always stationed me in the south, so I never had to deal with snow that much. I’m trying to get better, which is why I wanted to drive. You can’t improve if you never practice.”

True, but I preferred she practiced alone—fifty miles from town.

“By next winter...” Conrad paused to pull his knit cap over his head. “There probably won’t be enough fuel left for us to go anywhere. Hope you can ride a horse better than you can drive.”

Danae scowled at him. “Don’t tempt me to shoot you.”

“It’s too damn cold out here to be shootin’ anybody.” He hopped up and down on his feet. “Let’s go inside.”

The wind had picked up, chilling us to our bones. I could handle freezing temperatures better than most, but even I had my limits. We headed for the entrance, pulling the doors open as quietly as possible. There was no telling what we might run into inside, but I hoped the snow kept most people home. Of course, most of the folks around town knew the cold weather sent dragons into hibernation, so they might take advantage of the situation. I hadn’t seen a single one flying in the sky on the way over—not even the usual patrols from Aidan’s clan.

I took the lead going inside while my friends put their backs against the wall next to the entrance, blending with the darkness. With my enhanced vision, I took a good look at the spacious store. It was a mess. Clothing racks were knocked over, display cases smashed, and there were layers of mud caked on the floor. 

One of the entrance doors didn’t shut properly, and another one had the glass shattered out of it. The wind howled as it snaked its way inside. I wrinkled my nose, taking in the scent of fresh feces that had to be somewhere to my left in the men’s clothing department. Just because all the public bathrooms had overflowing toilets these days didn’t mean people should do their business anywhere, but some of them didn’t care. I would never understand why it was that difficult to find a bush to go behind.

After a full minute of taking in my surroundings, and not seeing or hearing anything suspicious, I gestured at Conrad and Danae. They came out of the shadows, flipping on their flashlights. Half the merchandise in the store had been taken and most of the rest damaged by people trampling all over it. The mall had been one of the first places hit after the apocalypse with everyone looting whatever they could find of value. That didn’t mean there wasn’t anything left worth finding, though. You just had to look a lot harder.

Danae perused the broken display cases where I was fairly certain jewelry used to be. Occasionally I spotted a small ring or bracelet hidden in the mess, but most of the merchandise was gone. I pocketed anything that looked like it might be made out of precious metal for Aidan. He’d showed me his hoard recently, which was now hidden in our house, and it was full of gold and jewels. He had a nose for discerning what was real or fake.

“Aha!” Danae said, then covered her mouth and looked around.

I joined her. “I’m fairly certain no one is in here, but if they are, they’re hiding and don’t want to be found, either.”

“Look.” She leaned down, brushed aside some glass, and picked up a black Armani watch off the floor. “I don’t know how, but this is still here.”

“Maybe because of the dark color other people missed it. Good catch.” I gave her a pat on the back.

Danae smiled. “Miles will love this.”

“That’s nice,” Conrad said, coming to stand next to us with a gleam in his eyes. “Wish I’d found it.”

She stuffed the watch into her jacket pocket and zipped it closed. “It’s mine now until I give it to Miles.”

“Well, if you’re good to go, let’s head over to Claire’s.” He gestured toward the entrance that led to the rest of the mall. “I wanna see if I can find something to give Lacy for Christmas.”

Lacy was Conrad’s ex-girlfriend’s daughter. 

“I thought you and Jennifer broke up,” I said.

He shrugged. “She still wants to be friends.”

He’d been rather upset when he’d had to choose between hunting dragons with me or keeping his girlfriend. In the end, he’d decided it was more important to save people and sacrifice his love life. I was glad I didn’t have to make that kind of choice with Aidan. We could hunt dragons and save people together while still maintaining a relationship.

The three of us made our way down the main corridor of the mall. It wasn’t nearly as big as the ones I’d visited in Dallas or Oklahoma City, but it had enough stores you could find most of the things you wanted—when it was still open and running anyway. We moved as quietly as we could, dodging trash, debris, and other items people had thrown onto the floor. Danae and Conrad kept their flashlights pointed ahead of us. Though there was mostly dried mud caking the tile, I spotted a few spots that looked like blood. 

In the first couple of months after the dragons had arrived, I’d heard about numerous shootouts at the mall and a lot of people getting killed. Their bodies weren’t here anymore, but it was possible The Crossroads Church had picked them up and buried them. They often did that sort of thing. It was rather comforting to know that despite the turmoil and chaos afflicting Norman, there were people still looking out for each other—whether it was me fighting dragons, medical personnel working at the hospital, or a church laying people to rest. There was still hope that we would survive and rebuild someday.

We stopped in front of Claire’s. Conrad headed inside while Danae and I kept a lookout in the corridor. We hadn’t spotted anyone along the way, but I’d caught the sound of hushed voices more than once as we passed various stores. No one had revealed themselves, though. Plenty of people were like us and just wanted to find things to take without having to fight.

Danae and I paced, staying alert for anyone who might come along. It had been about ten minutes when footsteps sounded down the corridor. Danae and I ducked behind a free-standing booth and pulled our pistols, holding them at the ready. Whoever was coming was not trying to hide their presence at all. As they got closer, their voices rose up, and I recognized one of them.

“It’s Hank,” I said, standing up.

Danae frowned. “Are you sure?”

“Look.” I pointed down the corridor. 

She poked her head around the booth. Hank, two men, and three women came into view, not appearing the least bit worried they might run into trouble. Just about everyone knew the one and only guy who broadcasted on the radio. He made it his mission to get to know people from Norman all the way up to Oklahoma City, and sometimes even visited the smaller towns outside the metropolitan area. It was how he kept up with the latest news.

Danae gave up her hiding spot, moving to stand next to me. “What is he doing here?”

“No idea.” I waved, and called out, “Hey, Hank!”

“Well, hello, darlin’. It’s good to see you alive and well,” he said, looking pretty much the same as the last time I saw him. Hank was a tall man in good physical shape who was probably in his early forties. He had shaggy brown hair and a thick mustache that covered most of his upper lip. As usual, he wore a pair of jeans and a t-shirt, but he’d added a heavy, brown jacket to his attire today. “Heard you had a run-in the other night with those rogue dragons.”

“How did you find out about that?” I asked. I hadn’t noticed any humans around while Aidan and I were on the rooftop.

He grinned. “You know I’ve got sources everywhere.”

It must have been someone watching from a nearby house or building. Just because I didn’t see them didn’t mean they weren’t there. I lifted my brows. “If you’ve got such great sources, I don’t suppose you know where the rogues are hiding out?”

“Afraid not.” He shook his head. “Dragon nests are almost impossible to find unless there are a lot of them flying in and out of there. Heard there’s some kind of magic that keeps people from noticing them. I can tell you the rogues were spotted in Oklahoma City last night before the snowstorm arrived. They killed a few people and burned up an entire neighborhood.”

My stomach knotted. I rarely went north to the city because it took too much gas for my truck, but there weren’t any other slayers to cover the area, which meant I should have been going there more often. My father had left me with the responsibility of protecting everyone in the metropolitan area. How I was supposed to patrol that much ground, I didn’t know. Wayne had help taking care of Tulsa, whereas I was on my own for most of the city.

“Think they’re going to keep causing trouble up there for a while?” I asked.

“You know as much as I do on that one, darlin’, since you’re the expert.” He stuck his hands in his pockets. “I just report what I see or hear about and hope it helps people.”

Hank had been broadcasting a lot more details about dragons recently to his listeners, including things I didn’t know about. I couldn’t fathom how he’d begun to pick up so much intel. 

“If you do hear anything on the rogues, please let me know or pass the details on to Earl.”

“Will do.” He turned and introduced Danae and me to his friends—who were all carrying pistols or rifles. It didn’t take a genius to figure out he’d brought a security detail for this particular stop. “We’re going around making sure everyone knows about the Christmas Eve party Javier is holding downtown. There will be plenty of food and activities, so you don’t want to miss it.”

“I’ll be there,” Conrad said, coming out of Claire’s with a bag of goods. Guess he’d found a few things worth taking. The store was once stocked with all sorts of merchandise young girls loved like hair accessories, bracelets and earrings, and makeup.

Danae nodded. “Miles and I will be there, too.”

Hank pointed a finger at me. “I better see you there as well. We’ve got a big surprise coming, and you don’t want to miss it.”

“If I’m not busy battling the rogues, I’ll definitely come,” I promised.

“Good.” His gaze moved down the corridor. “Now I’ve got to see who else might be lurking around in here. Ya’ll take care of yourselves and enjoy your holidays.”

“You, too,” we replied.

Hank and his entourage moved past us with some of his people ducking their heads into the various stores to check for people. It never ceased to amaze me how he could get around the way he did and not run into too much trouble. Everyone accepted him without reservation—even most of the criminal types.

“Well, my theory just went out the window,” Danae said after Hank was out of earshot.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“With the way he gets around so easily and all the information he gets, I thought for sure he was a sorcerer.” She sighed and shook her head. “But I checked him when he passed, and there are no power vibes coming off of him. He’s a regular, old human.”

I lifted a brow. “The world could be a mysterious place even before dragons and magic returned, you know.”

“Yeah, but people aren’t supposed to be that good without superpowers.”

Conrad put his hands on his hips. “What about me? I can kick some dragon ass, and I ain’t got no advantages.”

Danae gave him an incredulous look. “Do you really want to argue that point?”

“Let’s go,” I said, not wanting to stand in the middle of the mall for that debate.


 

 

 

Chapter 9

 

Aidan

 

Aidan soared through the sky, heading south toward the dragon neutral zone. He carried Bailey in a special harness he’d designed so that it would be easier to transport her for the long journey. Her back rested against his chest, and strands of her hair fluttered against his face. They almost had to cancel the trip, but the temperature rose enough in the afternoon to make it bearable. From his high vantage point, he only spotted small patches of snow remaining in areas shaded from the sun. The rest had melted away.

They reached the mountains south of the fortress, and Aidan scanned them for a place to land. Bailey had told him more than once that she wished she could see the view from the top. This was a good opportunity to give her that.

He selected one of the peaks with a gentle roll at the top where they could easily stand and walk about a little. Descending at a steady decline, Aidan made a soft landing. As soon as he was certain Bailey could stand on her own, he unclipped the harness and freed her. She moved away to gaze about her with awe in her eyes. While she explored, he shifted into his human form and sent the harness to shiggara. 

“This is amazing,” Bailey said, smiling at him. “You didn’t tell me you were going to stop here.”

After all the troubles she’d faced in recent months, Aidan had wanted to do something to cheer her up. “It was a surprise.”

She turned to face north. “I can see parts of Norman from here.”

He came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist. In the direction they looked, he could make out buildings and houses in the distance. They appeared small, similar to the toys the human children played with at the fortress. Aidan was used to viewing the earth from above, but it was like seeing everything for the first time with Bailey.

“Wouldn’t it be amazing to have a house right here?” she asked.

He rested his chin on her head, amused. “The view would be nice, but it would make it easy for our enemies to find us. Even the Thamaran would be tempted to cross the border and attack such a vulnerable target.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Bailey said, looking to their left where they could glimpse parts of the interstate off in the distance. “The border really isn’t that far away.”

Aidan turned her about in his arms, so she faced him. “There are some places that are best enjoyed for brief periods.”

She rose up on her toes and kissed him. “Thank you for doing this.”

“It is my pleasure.”

“The mating festival is pretty far away,” she said, worrying her lip. “Are you sure I’m not too heavy to carry for that long?”

Aidan pretended to look annoyed. “Do you think I cannot handle it?”

“No, that’s not what I mean.” Bailey shifted from foot to foot. “It’s just that you hurt your back, and I don’t want to be a burden.”

He picked her up and swung her in a circle. “You weigh almost nothing.”

Bailey let out a shriek. “Aidan put me down!”

“Are you convinced your mate is strong enough?” he asked.

“Yes!” she said, eyes wide as he spun her one more time. He had to teach his mate to never question his strength or prowess. A female dragon would not do such a thing—unless it was intentionally meant to offend—but Aidan understood Bailey came from a different culture.

He set her back on her feet, holding her arms until she was steady.

She glared at him. “That was not funny.”

“Neither was you doubting my ability to carry you.”

“Fine.” She sighed. “I won’t do it again, but I’m still worried about leaving town at a time like this.”

They’d had this argument more than once before departing. Aidan understood Bailey’s concern, but he also had no doubt she was grasping at any excuse not to go to the festival. “It is only until tomorrow evening. All recent sightings of the rogues have been to the north, far beyond Norman. I am certain the town will be fine until we return.”

Bailey’s shoulders sagged in defeat. “Yeah, I guess so.”

“Good. Now we must go if we wish to make it before sunset.” 

“Just one more minute.” She turned and took a few steps forward, taking in the view a final time. 

Aidan stood still and watched her. Bailey wasn’t a slayer right then, but rather a woman trying to find her place in the world. She didn’t have her usual warrior uniform on, either. Aidan had designed an outfit that would fit in more with the female shifters who would be attending. The pants were still tight, hugging her thighs and buttocks, but the top was entirely different. Her sleeves were long and slim, and her bodice tight until it reached her hips where it flowed down loosely at an angle, covering more of her left thigh than her right. It was a style that had become popular among the females of his kind. Bailey looked feminine and graceful in her new clothes, which were the first of several gifts Aidan planned to give her during the holidays.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

“Do we really have to go?” She was going to argue about the festival until the bitter end.

“You promised Nanoq, and the Faegud pendragon is expecting you.”

“I know.” She dragged her heels as she moved closer to him. “Alright. Let’s go.”

Aidan let the flames overtake him, and shifted into his dragon form. Once finished, he strapped Bailey back into the harness, and they took off into the sky.

 

***

 

They flew over the wide chasm that marked the southernmost border of Taugud territory and entered the neutral zone on the other side. It stretched across the entire state of Oklahoma, and east into Arkansas and west to Texas. There were no bridges to cross, and the chasm dropped hundreds of feet below, making it treacherous to climb. Humans on either end were cut off from each other. It was the main reason Bailey hadn’t been able to return home yet, though she would also have to enter dangerous territory once she left Oklahoma. Until Aidan could escort her all the way to her family’s ranch, he did not want her to attempt the journey.

The Faegud—a toriq with a mixture of pure and shifter dragons—took up the northeast part of Texas. Aidan had worked out a treaty with them a few months back. There were a lot of stipulations that went into the agreement, one of them dealing with the mating festival and another involving the Taugud assisting the Faegud in taking territory in central Texas. If their battles were successful, Aidan could get Bailey safely home. The only catch being that he wouldn’t be able to stay with her. Visits were the most he could hope for, but he had an idea on how to prevent him and his mate from being split apart. Aidan would just have to wait to act on it. 

He turned eastward, flying over a body of water called Lake Texoma. On the other side, he spotted a spacious clearing with a village at the far end. It consisted of a circle of small buildings and a large, two-story structure in the middle. His cousin, Donar, had helped to build the village over the past month, along with many others from the Taugud and Faegud. It had been tireless work to get it done in time, but it would be a place where mates from both toriqan could live after the festival was over.

The Taugud had only been able to provide enough stone for the central meeting house. Loads had to be carried from the mountains in the north and then treated by their masons to render them fireproof, both of which were time consuming. For the rest of the structures, they’d used wood. After testing numerous trees and other vegetation, they’d finally found a few new sources that could withstand a shifter’s second flame—a unique blend of blue and purple fire that could render certain materials fireproof. Oak was one of them. Once it was treated, nothing could burn it, and it became stronger. Aidan had already constructed a few pieces of furniture for his and Bailey’s home that were made from oak, but he hoped to eventually renovate the rest of their house with it.

He touched down close to the water and freed Bailey from the harness before shifting into his human form. Aidan could have landed closer to the village, but he wanted to give the slayer time to adjust. She handled shifters well enough, but not everyone at the mating festival could take human shape. Maintaining control around pure dragons took a lot more of her concentration.

“There’s got to be at least a hundred of them over there,” she said, her back rigid as she stared at the village. “I don’t know if I can handle this.”

Aidan completed his shift. “Yes, you can. I will be by your side the entire time.”

“You’ve got more faith in me than I do,” she replied, sighing.

“Aidan!” a male voice called out.

He turned his gaze toward the woods south of them and found Lorcan and Donar walking their way. Lorcan—the eldest son of the Faegud pendragon—had been the one to yell his name. He appeared to be in good spirits, but Donar had a sickened expression on his face as if he was about to lose the contents of his stomach. There was no telling what might have caused Aidan’s cousin to feel ill. In all likelihood, it was the food they were serving. Donar could be rather particular about what he ate.

“Who is that?” Bailey asked, nodding toward Lorcan. 

The Faegud shifter walked as if he owned the world. Lorcan wasn’t one to be deliberately cruel, but he did love to test the individuals around him. In his human form—as he was now—he had a muscular, medium build, wavy brown hair that ran past his shoulders, tan skin, and orange eyes. The dragon blood within him was strong, but not so much that he couldn’t shift.

“That is Lorcan,” Aidan replied. He’d told Bailey all about the people she would be meeting, so he did not have to explain further.

She crossed her arms. “He looks like he needs to be taken down a peg or two.”

Aidan chuckled. “There will be contests and games tomorrow afternoon. You are welcome to challenge him then.”

“Maybe I will.” Bailey glanced up at him with a gleam in her eyes. “If you don’t think it will cause any trouble.”

Aidan was glad to see her nervousness going away. “It won’t. If anything, it will draw an enthusiastic crowd.”

Lorcan stopped in front of them. “I would gladly try my hand against you, slayer.”

Bailey frowned. She often forgot dragons could hear much better than humans.

“Lorcan, this is my mate—Bailey,” Aidan introduced.

“I’ve heard much about you.” He held his arm out, offering her the traditional shifter greeting. “It is good to meet you.”

Bailey hesitated for only a moment before clasping his arm. She gripped Lorcan so hard he winced before she let him go. “I’m glad to meet the dragon whose ass I will be kicking tomorrow.”

Aidan laughed. He’d told Bailey she didn’t have to worry about offending this particular shifter. Lorcan enjoyed it when others challenged him. 

Donar patted the Faegud shifter on the back. “You shouldn’t have agreed to fight her. I have come to suspect the more she restrains herself from killing our kind, the more vicious she is in battle. Not to worry though, I’ll make certain a healer is close at hand.”

“Donar.” Bailey smiled at him. “It’s been a while since I’ve trained with you. Maybe you should stop by the house sometime so we can get in a little sword practice.”

Donar grimaced. “I think I’ll pass. You’ve abused me enough.”

Lorcan gave Aidan an amused look. “I can see now why you chose this female. She is more than a good match for you.”

“What were you doing before we arrived?” Aidan gestured toward the woods. “My cousin’s face appeared rather green.”

Donar cleared his throat. “Your brother…he is having quite the time with his prospective mate. I’ve never seen anything so…vile.”

Lorcan laughed. “Let’s just say my cousin, Freya, is not what he expected.”

Aidan’s jaw dropped. “You offered him Freya?”

“Yes. No one else will have her, so we thought it would be a perfect match,” Lorcan said, appearing pleased with himself.

A loud bellow came from the direction of the woods, and they all jerked their gazes in that direction. Ruari came running out of the forest with no shirt on, his pants hanging in tatters from his waist, and only one boot on his feet. His chest, face, and bald head were covered in scratches, and blood was smeared across his skin.

“What the…” Bailey began.

 “Dear Zorya.” Aidan wasn’t certain that even Ruari deserved such a female.

His brother ran toward them, gesturing wildly. He skipped right past Donar, Aidan, and Lorcan to duck behind Bailey. “Protect me from that crazy woman, and I’ll owe you a huge favor.”

“What on Earth could be so bad?” Bailey asked, frowning at him.

A moment later something else came running out of the woods. Aidan called it “something” because he had no other word to describe Freya when she was in this shape. Unlike any other shifter in existence, she could stop the change halfway between being a dragon and a human. Her legs were long and in the shape of a woman’s, but with scales over them. She wore no clothing to cover her private parts, which were also covered in scales. Her face was that of a dragon, and yet her long, blonde hair flowed behind her head. The worst part was the claws. She had long, delicate arms with small hands, but instead of human nails, she had talons jutting from her fingers. 

“Come back here, you coward!” she yelled. It came out somewhat garbled because of her half-formed snout, but intelligible enough to understand.

“That’s…that’s actually possible?” Bailey looked mortified.

“Only with her,” Aidan replied.

Ruari gripped Bailey’s jacket. “Will you protect me?”

“Um…” She looked between him and the crazy woman coming toward them. “Maybe, if you promise not to land on my lawn and burn it anymore.”

“I’ll do anything. I swear,” Ruari vowed. It wasn’t often one saw a large, muscular man who appeared he could take on anything, quivering in fear from a female.

Freya stopped halfway to them. She cast her gaze around, realizing she’d drawn dozens of eyes between their group and the dragons in the village. Fire rose about her, and a minute later she appeared fully human with her camrium clothing on—a black halter dress with a skirt that flowed down to her knees and a pair of mid-calf boots. The change brought out the beautiful woman with flowing blond hair that had likely made Ruari think he’d gotten lucky to be offered such a mate. As long as she didn’t take on her half-dragon form, she was stunning.

“Aidan,” she called out in a sweet voice, finishing her walk toward them. “It has been too long.”

For some strange reason, Bailey pinched herself. “I’ve got to be dreaming.”

“I can see you’ve been doing well, Freya,” Aidan replied. He had not seen her since he was still a youth—nearly two centuries ago.

She pouted her lips. “Your brother needs work if he is to be my mate.”

“He needs work, period,” Bailey said.

“Is this the slayer?” Freya asked, lifting a delicate brow.

“She is.”

“I’ve heard so much about you.” She held her arm out to Bailey, who reluctantly took it while keeping her other hand on Ruari in a protective gesture.

“That’s quite the trick you pulled back there,” Bailey said.

Freya made a dismissive gesture. “It is nothing, but I needed Ruari to see that side of me. If he had stayed still, he would have been fine.”

“She’s crazy!” he said, standing a little taller—behind Bailey.

“Brother, I believe that is something you need to work out for yourself.” Aidan pulled his mate to his side, taking away Ruari’s protection. “Freya can be quite nice as long as you don’t upset her.”

Donar snickered. “He could make a stone wall get mad at him.”

“Yes, well, we must leave you to it.” Lorcan clasped his hands together. “My mother is expecting to meet the slayer, and we must not keep her waiting.”

Bailey leaned closer to Aidan and whispered, “Think he’ll be okay?”

“It is not up to us.”

“Do not worry,” Freya said, looping her arm through Ruari’s. “It takes a lot of energy to shift into my half-dragon form, so he’ll be safe for a while.”

Bailey still hesitated. Aidan was surprised she cared at all, but he supposed he shouldn’t have been. Becoming a slayer didn’t change the fact she had a good heart and wanted to protect anyone in need.

Ruari worked his jaw. “I can handle her as long as she remains in her human form.”

“Let’s go.” Lorcan led the way to the village.

All of the onlookers had gone back to whatever they’d been doing before. As they got closer, the ground turned muddy. Cobblestones had yet to be laid in and around the village. Between the visitors trampling through the area and construction destroying the grass, it was a mess to walk through. The recent wet weather hadn’t helped, either.

They moved beyond the outer circle of huts and into the central part of the village. All the pathways had been made especially wide to accommodate both humans and dragons. Some people held tankards in their hands filled with alefire, and drank heavily from them. As Aidan, Bailey, and the rest of the group passed, many stopped to stare. Word had spread that a slayer would be coming today. Bailey didn’t have a particular scent they could identify as being one of her kind, but her close proximity to Aidan gave her away. They knew he’d mated with a slayer.

She glanced at him, expression strained. “This is unnerving.”

“You’ll be fine,” he reassured her, though he could understand her discomfort.

Lorcan gestured toward the large, two-story building at the center of the village. “The pendragons are waiting for us in the common house.”

They followed him inside, shutting the door tightly behind them. Aidan gazed around the room. There were hearths on each end with fires burning low in deference to the overwhelming heat from the crowded place. Two long trestle tables were set in the middle, and there was a door on the far side where servants came and went from the kitchen. The Taugud and Faegud had each brought a few of their humans to help during the festival, and they’d managed to hire a handful of locals who were brave enough to work with dragons in exchange for food and supplies. 

In the corner of the room near the stairs, the Faegud and Taugud pendragons—Hildegard and Nanoq—sat together at a square table. All conversation in the room stopped as everyone turned to look at Aidan, Bailey, and the rest of their group. Most of them focused on the slayer at his side. He glanced down, noting her tense expression. Bailey was doing all she could to hold herself together.

Hildegard stood. “Well, get over here, slayer. Let me get a better look at you.”

Lorcan stepped aside and gestured for them to pass. Aidan put a hand on Bailey’s back, guiding her around the trestle tables and toward the Faegud pendragon. 

Lorcan’s mother was an imposing sight, whether in human or dragon shape. She had a large build, stern visage, and stood as tall as Aidan. She’d braided her brown hair, so it hung in a single rope down her back. Hildegard wore the same style of clothing as last time Aidan saw her—a heavy red tunic and pair of black pants. Though appearing battle-worn and middle-aged, she had a way of carrying herself that led one to believe she could bowl right over every shifter in the room without breaking a sweat. The fact she’d killed the last pendragon of her toriq, a formidable warrior, and taken his place led credence to the theory.

Aidan nudged Bailey in front of him to face the woman. He didn’t like subjecting her to such scrutiny, but he did not have a choice. They needed Hildegard to approve of Bailey if they wanted her to get back to her family someday.

The Faegud pendragon put a finger under the slayer’s chin, lifting it. “They said you were small, but I did not expect a girl who appears to have just left her mother’s nest. Surely it would take little more than a light breeze to knock you over.”

“I’m good at pushing back,” Bailey said, eyes flashing.

Hildegard nodded. “You should never let anything knock you down.” The Faegud pendragon squeezed the slayer’s arms, poking and prodding her. “There’s a bit of muscle in there, but I still find it hard to believe you can fight a dragon without getting yourself killed.”

Bailey lifted her brows. “I’ve challenged your son to a duel during the games tomorrow. You can see how I handle myself then.”

The Faegud pendragon glanced between Lorcan and Bailey. “Well, that should be entertaining.”

“I promise not to embarrass him too badly,” Bailey said.

Everyone in the room laughed. Aidan suspected no one would want to miss that fight.

“Good girl.” Hildegard squeezed Bailey’s shoulder. “Handle yourself well while you’re here, and I’ll consider letting you participate in the battle in the spring.”

Nanoq stiffened in his seat. He’d been quiet and watchful so far, but now he looked like he might have an apoplexy. “Now Hildegard, let’s not go that far.”

“Why not?” she asked, looking down her nose at him. “If the slayer is as good as she says, she might be useful.”

“I do not think…”

“Let me be the judge of that. If she does well here, I trust she’ll be fine elsewhere.”

Aidan breathed a sigh of relief. That was the next step to helping Bailey reunite with her family. The ranch would fall within Hildegard’s territory if their battles were successful, so they had to make certain the Faegud would tolerate a slayer living on their land. 

“Thank you.” Bailey dipped her chin, remembering the instructions Aidan had given her on how to show respect. She also knew the stakes involved, even if the Faegud pendragon didn’t know all the details yet.

“Enough serious talk. Let’s drink!” Hildegard gestured at a servant, who rushed forward with tankards. “And you two—sit.”

Aidan and Bailey plopped down in the chairs across from the pendragons. When Hildegard wanted something, she got it.


 

 

 

Chapter 10

 

Aidan

 

Aidan awakened to Bailey curled into his side. They’d stayed up until almost dawn, drinking and chatting with Hildegard and the other shifters who’d stopped by to visit the common house. No one questioned Bailey’s presence with the Faegud pendragon there. Aidan had spent half the night wondering why Hildegard had taken such an interest in the slayer, but then he remembered from his childhood days that she’d always been a champion of females. He’d watched many times as she pushed them all to become better and stronger. Hildegard never managed to have any female children herself, so she took others under her wings instead.

After the Faegud pendragon had released them, they were shown to a room upstairs where they could rest. It didn’t have any furniture, but it did have a thick mattress on the floor and camrium blankets that were comfortable enough. A wood-burning stove sitting in the corner helped keep the chill out of the air.

Bailey stirred, her brows knitting before she cracked her lids open. “Oh, God, my head hurts.”

“I warned you not to drink too much,” Aidan said. He had been careful to consume as little as possible so that he could watch over his mate. One of them needed to keep a clear head, and Bailey had never drunk alefire before. He’d had no idea how it would affect her. Thankfully, she hadn’t said or done anything to offend anyone and may have made a few new friends. If anything, the alcohol had helped her relax so that she could enjoy herself more.

Bailey pressed a hand to her forehead. “I only had two cups, and it took me all night to drink them. It didn’t feel like they were that strong.”

“It doesn’t take much, but it affects each person differently.”

“This sucks.” She moaned. “How long until the pain goes away?”

Aidan rubbed at her temples, hoping to provide a little relief for her. “I think you’ll find a good meal will help.”

Dragging Bailey from their pallet, he helped her get dressed. Then they cleaned their teeth, using a bowl of water left by the door, before heading downstairs. The room was already half-full with shifters. Most of them hadn’t fared any better than Aidan’s mate, hung over from drink, but they tore into their food with enthusiasm. Aidan’s sister, Phoebe, had arrived late last night. She sat next to their cousin, Donar, at the end of one of the trestle tables. Aidan and Bailey headed their way, taking a seat across from them.

“You look like hell,” Phoebe said, grinning at Bailey.

“I feel like it, too.”

Aidan gestured at a servant, who quickly returned with plates of food for them. Their trenchers were filled with eggs, sausages, and toasted bread. It wasn’t a traditional shifter meal to begin the day, but it was what the humans preferred to cook. As he’d discovered the previous evening, all the dragons had decided they liked the food so much that they had asked that it continue to be prepared during the festival. Aidan took a few bites and decided he enjoyed it much more than the oatmeal Bailey usually ate when she first woke. He would have to see about getting them a few chickens in the spring. While he’d grown used to eating the birds for their meat, he had not realized their eggs could be appetizing as well.

“You were right,” Bailey said after she finished her meal. “I am starting to feel better.”

Aidan gestured at her mug of water. “Drink all of that as well—you’ll need it for today.”

Phoebe watched Bailey drink. “I heard she’s going to fight Lorcan.”

“Challenged him yesterday,” Donar said, pushing his empty plate away. He’d had the servants refill it twice since Aidan and Bailey sat down. Donar would eat an entire house if he thought it edible.

“Yep.” Bailey set her mug down. “He looks like he needs a good fight.”

Phoebe laughed. “Just watch out for his teeth.”

Aidan’s sister hadn’t come to look for a mate. Phoebe already had a secret female lover and had no desire to take a male until she was ready to have children. She only attended the festival because Nanoq required she and Aidan make an appearance. Their father had been the previous pendragon, which continued to place them in a higher position than most within their toriq. Phoebe had the strong build of a female warrior, but she was also beautiful. She had long, black hair with a streak of silver running through it and smooth olive skin. Many males in the room cast surreptitious glances at her, unaware she had no interest in them.

“Are you going to be participating in the games today?” Bailey asked. She’d perked up since the food had settled in her stomach.

Phoebe nodded. “Hildegard has challenged me at archery. I plan to make her look bad.”

“Good luck,” Lorcan said, taking a seat next to Phoebe. “She’s been practicing for months now, and her skills have improved considerably.”

Until the Faegud had returned to Earth, they’d mostly stayed in their dragon forms. Archery wasn’t a skill they’d needed to master, but now that they intended to start living in their human form more—those who could shift anyway—the toriq was practicing with weaponry that they’d hardly touched for centuries.

Phoebe looked down her nose at Lorcan. “I was holding a bow and arrow as soon as I was strong enough to pick them up, over two hundred and fifty years ago before you were born. Your mother has a lot of catching up to do.”

“We shall see,” he said, smug as ever.

Shifters began hurrying from the common house, heading outside. Aidan, Bailey, and the rest of their group followed. The games were about to begin, and they didn’t want to miss the opening speeches. They went to the large field just beyond the village where Hildegard and Nanoq stood together, waiting until the crowd settled to announce the beginning of the competitions.

“Happy Dragomas!” Nanoq yelled.

Cheers went up among those in human form, and the dozen dragons that were present let out loud roars. It had been a long time since the Taugud and Faegud joined together for a holiday. Aidan was glad he’d helped make that happen by negotiating the treaty.

“We’ve got a long list of events for today before we end it with a feast to rival any we’ve ever had before,” Nanoq continued. “I hope all of you plan to work up a good appetite.”

More shouts and roars followed, everyone’s spirits high. 

Hildegard spoke up. “The first two competitions are archery and tunnel digging.” She pointed at the locations for each. “Those who plan to participate should begin preparing now.”

Aidan and Bailey followed Phoebe and the others as they headed toward the archery area next to the lake. Targets had already been set up by a shifter from the Taugud toriq, who had been placed in charge. After he spoke with everyone who wished to participate, he called out eight names and the order they would compete. Phoebe and Hildegard would go last. There was to be a twenty-minute warm-up period first before the competition began.

“What’s tunnel digging?” Bailey asked, glancing across the field where the event would take place.

Donar’s features twisted. “A filthy game the Faegud enjoy.”

Aidan explained it in further detail, telling her about his own experience with the competition when he’d come down to negotiate the treaty. He hadn’t been very good at it, though at least he hadn’t come in last. “The one who digs the farthest without their tunnel collapsing wins.”

Bailey held up her slim hands. “Yeah, I’m definitely staying out of that one.”

“A wise choice,” Donar said, nodding knowingly.

Lorcan chuckled. “It would be fun to watch you try, though.”

Shouts went up across the clearing. The tunnel digging competition didn’t require very much preparation, so they’d already begun. From the archery field, they could watch the dirt fly as dragons dug into the ground. Observers over there cheered loudly for friends and family who were participating. Aidan counted at least twelve holes being dug, each going in a northerly direction so there would be no crisscrossing of paths. They would have an hour to see how far they could go.

Halfway through it, the archery competition began. Other than Hildegard, there was only one other Faegud shifter competing. The rest were from Aidan’s toriq. Two females from the Taugud went first, one of them winning easily against the other. Then two males went—one being from the Faegud. Both of them landed their arrows with impressive skill, and it ended in a draw. They would both move to the next round.

“I want to get that good,” Bailey said, glancing up at Aidan.

“You are almost there.”

She shrugged. “I could be better.”

Bailey was always pushing herself, but that was likely a common trait among slayers. If they didn’t work to become as skilled as possible with their weaponry, they wouldn’t survive. She rarely sat around for long, always needing to stay engaged in some activity or another during her waking hours. Aidan had noticed it before they’d moved in together, but he’d thought it might only be when he was training her. Now he knew she was that way all the time.

It was finally Phoebe and Hildegard’s turn. The Faegud pendragon went first, sending three arrows down range to her target. Two landed in the center circle and one just outside of it. Phoebe went next, all of hers striking in the center. They pulled their arrows and went a second time. Both females landed their arrows in the circle this time, but Phoebe still finished a point ahead and advanced to the next round.

Hildegard took it in stride, going over to clasp Phoebe’s arm and give her a look of respect. “Well done, but I will not make it as easy for you next time.”

“I hope not,” Phoebe said, lifting her chin.

The second round began. Aidan’s sister continued to land her arrows at the center of her target, as well as a male from their toriq. The other Faegud shifter did not perform as well this time and lost his chance to advance to the final. In the end, Phoebe won by one point. Her prize was a thick golden necklace made especially for the festival games.

Hildegard announced the next events. “Those of you who plan to compete in the flying race or the boulder throwing contest, go meet with the organizers.”

“That’s me,” Aidan said.

“Which one?” Bailey asked.

He grinned. “Flying, of course.”

“I’m off to throw some boulders.” Lorcan flexed his arms, then looked at Bailey. “I’ll see you soon. I do hope you’ll put up a decent fight before I defeat you.”

Bailey snorted. “You better do well at boulder throwing because that’s the only event you have a chance at winning.”

Donar stepped away from them to join Lorcan. “I’m going as well.”

As they walked away, Aidan leaned down and whispered in Bailey’s ear, “Of course he prefers to toss boulders. I believe there are fish that can fly faster than my cousin.”

“I heard that,” Donar said over his shoulder, tossing them a glare.

Bailey waved. “Good luck!”

Aidan and his mate walked toward the village, needing to pass through it to get to the east field where the flying race would be held. Aidan pulled his canteen from shiggara and drank deeply. He needed to hydrate as much as possible before the event began. The race usually consisted of crossing between seventy to eighty miles of territory, and he would be flying as fast as possible for the whole journey.

They reached the gathering area, and Aidan left Bailey to go enter his name. The organizer informed him he had ten minutes before the race began. “You must fly south to the Red River, grab a blue stone from the other side of the riverbank, and return with it in hand.”

When Aidan went back to Bailey, he gave her a quick explanation of the race. Then he began to shift to his dragon form. With his mate watching, he was more determined than ever to win. Last time he’d competed against the Faegud in this race, he’d come in second. He couldn’t let that happen again.

Bailey kissed the top of his head for luck after he shifted, mindful of his scales and spikes. He licked her on the neck in return, and she swatted at him. “Seriously, Aidan? Go win the race.”

Some of the shifters who were on the sidelines gawked at them. He ignored them and flew toward the starting line where fifteen other dragons were waiting for the signal to begin. This event was going to be ugly. Almost no one came out of this competition unscathed, mostly because there were no rules other than acquiring a stone and returning as quickly as possible.

Aidan moved to stand behind the others, wanting nothing to do with the initial tangle that would develop once they took flight. The organizer waited off to the side, stoic until the dragons had settled and become quiet.

“Go!” he yelled.

The lead dragons took off into the air, snapping and clawing at each other as they lifted higher up. Two of them had their wings torn before they’d reached more than fifty feet off the ground, both plummeting back down. Aidan finally took flight, swerving around the milieu. He didn’t care that it added time and forced him to fly farther. What mattered was not getting injured to the point he couldn’t fly fast enough.

One of the burnt orange dragons from the Faegud toriq spotted him. This one had flown in the previous race and had seen how fast Aidan could fly. He kicked another dragon that was snapping at his feet and headed for Aidan with malicious intent. For some, the race was about the battle to get to the finish line, and the damage that could be done, as much as it was winning in the end.

Not wishing to get into a fight so early, Aidan streamlined his body and sped up. The wind was blowing from the west, pushing at his side as he went south. He flapped his wings harder. The Faegud dragon was falling farther and farther behind with each second that passed, unable to catch him. Up ahead, Aidan spotted two competitors—one with burnt orange scales and the other dark red. The one from his toriq led by a small margin. With all the other dragons steadily falling out of the race as they fought with each other, Aidan only had to get past one Faegud and one Taugud. They still had many miles to go before they reached the Red River.

He kept his speed up until he was on the heels of the Faegud shifter, moving into the slipstream behind him. It would slow the dragon down, and he’d eventually get tired of pulling the extra weight, but Aidan would ride it as long as he could so that he could gather his strength for the rest of the journey. The Faegud banked left, then right, trying to shake Aidan. It didn’t work. Aidan was very good at maneuvering fast, and he was smaller than the other dragon, which made it easier for him to adjust quickly. He stayed at the Faegud’s tail until the river appeared up ahead, then he surged forward.

Aidan flew directly on top of his opponent and lowered his arms to claw at the dragon’s eyes. The Faegud roared, blinded by blood. He began falling and spinning out of control as he lost his sense of direction. Aidan continued on his way, glancing back once to catch the Faegud crash into the trees. 

Only one more opponent to go.

Aidan got his first close look at the shifter in the lead and cursed. It was his own pendragon—Nanoq. Somehow, Aidan hadn’t noticed him at the startup line before the race. Nanoq was already diving down toward the pile of blue stones sitting next to the river bank. In one swift move, he grabbed a stone and then rose back up into the sky.

They passed by each other as Nanoq began his return journey north. Aidan gave his pendragon a determined look. You will not win!

Keep telling yourself that as you stare at my back, Nanoq replied. 

They were both competitive and would do anything to emerge as the victor. Aidan needed to fly faster. Focusing ahead, he dove down toward the blue stones. In a move even smoother than the pendragon, he grabbed one, banked around, and soared back upward. Flapping his wings as hard as he could, he worked to close the gap between himself and Nanoq.


 

 

 

Chapter 11

 

Bailey

 

I stared at the southern sky, waiting for any dragons to appear. It had been over an hour, and none had returned yet. Phoebe, who stood next to me, said that it would take at least that long for the contestants to make the journey. The anticipation was killing me.

“Think he’ll win?” I asked her.

Her brows furrowed. “He’s one of the fastest, but there are others who can compete just as well, and I heard Nanoq is in the race. It’s going to be tough for Aidan to beat him.”

“I take it he can fly fast, too?”

“He used to win all the races back in Kederrawien, but he hasn’t competed in a couple of years.” She shrugged. “It’s hard to say if he’s still in the right shape for it.”

Shouts rose up across the field. We turned and caught Donar and Lorcan making their way toward us from the boulder tossing contest, both of their faces bitter and red. Neither held a prize in their hand.

“How’d it go?” I asked when they got closer.

Lorcan shook his head. “We tied for second place.”

Phoebe laughed. “I guess you guys aren’t getting any bragging rights. So who did win?”

“I did,” Freya said, joining them with Ruari at her side. She held up a shiny gold medallion. “And they gave me this as my prize.”

“Ooh, very nice!” Phoebe traced her fingertips over it. “They’ve really gone above and beyond for these games.”

Donar glared at Freya. “She cheated and used her half-beast form. She would never have beaten us if she’d stayed human like everyone else.”

Ruari put an arm around Freya’s shoulders. “You are only mad because you lost to a female, but I am proud of her.”

I was surprised to see Aidan’s brother no longer afraid of his prospective mate. With her in human form though, she was one of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen. I wouldn’t have guessed a shifter could appear so delicate and have such light coloring. It was hard to believe she could take such a big and ugly shape—one that would probably give me nightmares for the next week. Maybe Ruari was trying to focus on the human side of her.

Freya tweaked his nose. “It helped having you rooting for me.”

“I take it you two worked your issues out?” I asked.

Ruari’s expression turned uncomfortable. “We have decided to give each other a chance.”

“You could call it a truce,” Freya explained. “As long as he behaves like a sweet and doting male the way he should, I won’t change to my half-beast form and frighten him.”

“That’s not going to last long,” Donar muttered.

I agreed. If they made it to sunset before a fight broke out between them, I’d be amazed. More than once during the previous evening, Ruari had run into the common house to hide. Freya would inevitably come in and drag him back out. What happened outside the building, I never wanted to see or find out.

“Look,” Phoebe said, pointing toward the sky.

I turned and squinted. Far away above the trees, two dragon shapes appeared. They were still quite small and far away. “I can’t tell who they are.”

“We’ll find out soon enough,” Lorcan replied, taking a few steps forward. “As fast as they’re moving, we’ll be able to identify them within the next few minutes.”

I didn’t take my eyes off of the sky as they steadily grew bigger. The only thing I could tell for sure was that they were Taugud since their coloring was distinctly red. Both flew close to each other, almost touching. I gasped when one of the dragons snapped at the other’s wing. The wounded one faltered for a moment, falling behind. Then he surged forward and bit into the tail of the lead dragon. Back and forth, they took turns leading and attacking each other. Finally, they got close enough for me to identify one of them.

“Aidan is up there,” I said, excited. “Is that Nanoq with him?” I glanced at the others, who had seen the pendragon in his beast form a lot more times than I had.

Phoebe nodded. “Yes, it is.”

Nanoq clawed at Aidan’s back, causing him to flounder in the air. I curled my fingers and tried really hard not to gasp or appear worried about my mate. Aidan had emphasized before we came to the festival that we had to show complete confidence in each other. Some of the spectators were watching my reactions almost as closely as they watched the incoming dragons.

At what I estimated to be a half mile from the finish line, Nanoq held the lead by almost two body lengths. I forced myself to stand still. Aidan flapped his torn wings as hard as he could, working to catch up. In an impressive feat, he managed to surge forward and narrow the gap. As his head came even with Nanoq’s tail, he opened his jaws wide and let out a roar of flames. The orange and red fire swept over the pendragon, blinding him. Aidan shifted his trajectory upward to fly over Nanoq, then breathed a second round of flames at his opponent’s head. 

Everyone on the field became silent, watching the scene play out.

“If he can just keep that up a little longer,” Phoebe said, barely speaking above a whisper.

The two dragons zoomed toward the edge of the woods, heading toward the open field and the finish line, which was a twelve-foot log set on the ground and painted yellow. Aidan and Nanoq were even at this point with one flying above the other. But from what I understood, they had to touch the log to finish. The pendragon had the advantage being closer to the ground.

How would Aidan get past him? I was half-tempted to shut my eyes and wait until the race was over to find out who would win. There wasn’t a single move I could think of that Aidan could do to get ahead with so little time left.

Gasps rose up from the audience. Aidan had snapped his wings shut and fallen onto Nanoq. Then he began to shift to human form, flames covering him and his opponent. Still more than a hundred feet in the air, the pendragon floundered under the weight of his unexpected passenger. He dropped in altitude as he soared over the field, twisting and turning as he tried to get free. 

Aidan, who had finished shifting, grabbed Nanoq’s shoulders and pulled hard to slide forward over him. Then he kicked off of the pendragon’s wings, flattening them in the process, and leaped off of his back. Aidan sailed through the air, hit belly first on the ground, and slid all the way to the log. He slapped it like a baseball player would when coming into home plate. Nanoq reached it a mere second later. 

“And we have a winner!” the race organizer announced. “Aidan of Taugud has taken first place.”

Everyone cheered, and many commented on his surprising tactics to win.  Aidan lifted himself off the ground, covered in dirt and blood, and grinned for the audience. Hildegard came forward with a statue of a dragon with its wings flared open. It was about half a foot tall and made of solid gold. She congratulated Aidan and handed him his prize. I’d never seen him more proud than in that moment. As soon as she was finished speaking with him, I hurried across the field and wrapped my arms around him.

“That was a close race,” I said, my face mere inches from his.

He kissed me full on the lips, lingering there for a moment before pulling away. “Yes, it was. Nanoq is a formidable opponent in any contest.”

The pendragon came over to us, having shifted into his human form, and clasped Aidan’s arm. “Every time I think you can’t surprise me anymore, you do. Good race.”

“You didn’t make it easy,” Aidan said, letting go of Nanoq’s arm.

I was glad to see the pendragon could lose a contest gracefully. He even looked proud. 

Hildegard called everyone’s attention to her again. “The dueling contests will begin next. Everyone who plans to participate should come forward and name their opponent.”

“Guess that’s me.” I pulled away from Aidan. “This time you can be the one to watch from the sidelines.”

“You’ll do well,” he said, a confident gleam in his eyes.

I headed toward the organizer standing next to Hildegard. He had a line formed ahead of him that was already more than twenty contestants deep, standing in both human and dragon form. More joined behind me. I listened as the Faegud pendragon explained the rules while we waited, which were somewhat more complicated than previous events.

There would not be brackets where fighters could advance due to time constraints. Instead, each duel would count for points. I was glad that at least that meant I only had to fight once. The more blows a contestant landed on their opponent, with some strikes counting for more than others, the higher their score. If we stepped out of bounds, we lost points. The person with the highest score at the end would win the event, but if anyone killed their opponent, they forfeited their points, and they would be punished severely. 

Lorcan reached the organizer before I did and gestured at me to join him up front. The shifter jotted down our names and that we would be fighting in human form. His script was in a different language than English. I’d heard a few of the shifters speaking in the dragon tongue, but for the most part, they hadn’t used it since I’d gotten there. It was kind of strange now that I thought about it.

“How come everyone has been speaking in English?” I asked Lorcan. Just because I planned to be slicing him up with my sword later didn’t mean I couldn’t be civil with him now. Plus he was the closest person I could ask at the moment.

He glanced down at me, a smile playing at his lips. “We hope to assimilate with humans as much as possible, taking into consideration our differences, and part of doing that is using the local language. This festival is good practice for us. It also makes it easier for the humans who are here to understand what we are doing, and as a result, they feel more comfortable.”

“Oh, well that’s good.”

The organizer looked up from the thick parchment paper he wrote on. “Lorcan of Faegud and Bailey Monzac—you will duel in round three at the field over there.” He gestured toward a circle of stones to the south of us. “Do not miss your turn, or you will forfeit your entry.”

“Thanks,” I said, nodding respectfully.

We walked away, heading toward Aidan and the others where they waited nearby. I stopped in front of Aidan. “Can you give me my sword?”

The blade appeared in his hand, having been kept safe in shiggara until I needed it. He held it out to me. “Are you going to warm up?”

“When the time gets closer.” Unlike Lorcan, who seemed bent on wearing himself out with all the different contests, I wanted to be fresh. I wasn’t about to tell anyone, but I didn’t care about winning the dueling games. All I wanted was to beat Lorcan as fast as possible. Points and the prize didn’t matter to me so much as proving I could take someone down in a swift battle.

We moved to the area where Lorcan and I would fight, intending to watch the first round. The circle of rocks was maybe twenty feet in diameter. We’d been assigned one of the locations designated for contestants who would battle in human form, whereas some of the rings nearby were much wider to accommodate those who would fight as dragons. There were a total of five rings set up outside the village. Judges were stationed at each to tally points, and make certain everyone followed the rules.

The first round at our location was between two male Faegud shifters. They had chosen daggers as their weapons of choice and began the bout by slashing at each other. I suspected they hadn’t fought too many times as humans because their footing was all wrong, and they appeared to have no training in how to properly hold their blades. Not that it mattered since every slice to an extremity got them two points, and they managed to do that frequently enough against each other. Both of them were bleeding heavily by the time one of them finally got his blade at his opponent’s throat. A simulated death strike ended the duel. Only the winner got his points counted, which in this case added up to sixty-six. He would have had even more if he hadn’t stepped out of bounds twice.

In the next round, one female from the Taugud clan and one female from the Faegud clan entered the circle. They chose to forego weapons and fight fist to fist. It wasn’t a bad plan since punches to the face and chest gave more points than blade strikes to the same areas. The women tore into each other as soon as the organizer yelled “fight!”

Within minutes, both of them had broken noses and busted lips. They scratched each other, which got them one point for each swipe, and they bit each other, which netted them two points if they drew blood. Mostly, they just kicked and punched each other to oblivion. While they did that, I started the warm-up exercises Aidan had taught me months ago when he started training me. They helped get my blood pumping, and my mind focused. Lorcan got his own sword out, but all he did was practice jabs and strikes. From the corner of my eye, I paid attention to his technique and logged it all in my head for future reference. He had to be rather confident in himself to give away such details right before a fight.

“Finished!” the organizer called out.

I glanced over and saw the Faegud woman had put the Taugud in a headlock. She let go, and both women stood, their chests heaving from battling for so long. At least half an hour had passed, which could feel like a lifetime when fighting non-stop. There was a reason boxing and martial arts had time limits and breaks during matches.

The organizer gestured Lorcan and I forward, announcing our names. We were pointed to the positions where we should stand before the fight started. Word must have spread fast because by the time I moved to my spot, almost all the festival attendees were gathering around the circle—not only shifters and dragons, but also most of the human servants. Yeah, I definitely didn’t feel the pressure closing in on me. But then Aidan caught my attention from where he stood outside the rocks behind Lorcan. He gave me a nod, but his gaze said so much more. I might have been fighting one of his childhood friends, but I was his mate, and he had trained me. He wanted me to win, and he believed in me. That meant more than I could possibly describe.

I tested my sword one final time, feeling its weight. My blade and I had been through a lot together since I fought my first dragon back in August. How many kills I’d made since then, I couldn’t say. This time, I didn’t have to slay my opponent, but I did need to make the point that I was capable of it. No one believed I could fight. The whispers from the crowd reached my ears, stinging me with their criticisms.

“She will be down in less than a minute,” one person said. “Unless Lorcan toys with her for a while for points.”

“How many strikes do you think she can take before she cries like a little human girl?” another asked their friend.

The taunts continued, one after another. Aidan’s gaze never left me though, and his confidence never wavered. Phoebe, who stood next to her brother, smiled at me and mouthed the words, “make him hurt.”

Donar made a slicing motion across his neck, then pointed at Lorcan. I almost laughed.

“Are the contestants ready?” the organizer asked.

We nodded.

“Fight!” he yelled.

I stayed still and let Lorcan come to me. He raced forward with his sword held high, telegraphing that he planned a downward strike. I waited until the last moment and sidestepped the blade. He stumbled past me with his momentum still carrying him forward. I twisted around and struck him across the back with the flat of my sword. He almost stepped out of the ring but caught himself in time.

Moving to the center of the circle, I waited for him to come at me again. He moved more cautiously this time, judging my stance with a critical eye. I lowered my sword a few degrees, meeting his gaze. “Is that all you got?”

“That was only a test,” he replied, his face hardening into a mask. He was getting serious now. I was glad since I would have hated for the fight to be too easy.

Lorcan stepped toward me and swung his sword at an angle, aiming for my side. I twisted my blade and blocked him. He tried to muscle his way through to slice me, but I held firm, our blades locked in the space between us. A shifter in their human form wasn’t any stronger than a slayer. His arms shook as he fought to overpower me, and people murmured their surprise. They must not have realized it didn’t matter if I weighed a hundred twenty pounds or two hundred. I was gifted with a preternatural strength that wasn’t reflected in my muscle tone or size.

Lorcan pulled back, taking the pressure off. “I’m impressed. It never occurred to me a female slayer could be as strong as a male.”

“You know what they say about size,” I said.

He lifted a brow. “What’s that?”

“It’s not how big something is that matters. It’s how you work with what you got.”

He laughed. “That could be taken in so many ways.”

“Try this.” I swung my sword at him.

He pulled up his blade to block, but not fast enough. I sliced his bicep. He let out a growl as a trickle of blood stained his long sleeve tunic. Lorcan had been so sure of himself that he hadn’t bothered to don his warrior garb with the stronger protection spells on it. I had put mine on this morning, anticipating the duel. As good as I liked to think of myself, I expected to get struck at some point and wanted all the protection I could get.

We circled each other, both of us looking for a weakness in the other. My gaze stayed locked with his, but I used my peripheral vision to study his feet and the way he moved. Just as he struck out with his sword again, I dropped to the ground and kicked my foot out. It connected with his knee, sending him crashing down. As he put a hand on the ground to keep from planting his face in the dirt, I swung my blade, using the flat end to pop him in the head.

Lorcan snarled and leaped to his feet. I was already up and ready for the next strike he sent my way, but it came crashing down so hard I couldn’t quite stop the momentum in time. He cut me in the shoulder close to the neck where my top didn’t cover my skin, slicing deep. I winced and kicked him to force him away. Dammit, he’d cut into the tendon. It hurt like hell, but I’d had worse, even in the last week. One advantage to fighting all the time was that it taught me how to handle all kinds of pain. I lifted my blade, finding my coordination a little off but still manageable.

“Hope you enjoyed that,” I said, gripping my sword with both hands to keep it steady, though I usually only used one. “Because that’s the only points you’re going to get.”

He flashed his teeth. “We’ll see about that.”

Lorcan lunged forward with his sword pointed straight at my chest. I twisted to the side at the same time as I pulled my blade up to block his, missing being struck by a mere inch. Enough was enough. I’d taken it slow for the first couple of minutes so people could get their show, but it was time to speed things up. 

I went on the attack, lunging forward to strike at Lorcan’s stomach. It didn’t break through the camrium since it was thicker there, but the point still counted. Then I started a series of strikes, moving as fast as possible so that he spent all his time trying to block them without being able to retaliate. I cut him in the arms, legs, face, and chest with so much speed and accuracy that he couldn’t keep up with them all. He stepped out of bounds, and I grabbed his flailing hand to yank him back inside. I kept pulling with all my strength, flinging him to the ground where he caught a mouthful of dirt.

When he tried to get up, I put a foot on his back. He fought it, but he couldn’t lift himself more than a few inches. I’d latched onto dragons who gave me a lot more trouble, and they rarely knocked me off. Pointing my sword downward, I plunged it toward the back of his neck, stopping just as the tip bit into exposed flesh. I held the blade poised on the edge of a killing blow.

Silence. Though I didn’t dare look up, I could sense the tension in the air.

“Finished!” the organizer called out.

Some of the audience must have been wondering if I could really stop at a simulated death streak and let Lorcan live. Granted, a part of me wanted to finish the job. My slayer side recognized the man below me was more beast than human and a threat. But I didn’t fear him, and fighting the rogues recently was enough to assuage my bloodlust even if I hadn’t killed them.

I sheathed my sword and removed my foot from Lorcan’s back. As he started to rise, I grabbed him by the arm and pulled him up the rest of the way. “You fought well.”

He ground his jaw. “I am not so sure.”

“I’d intended to take you down at least a half dozen moves before I actually did,” I admitted. Men had their pride, and I didn’t mind telling him the truth. “You put up a better fight than I expected, considering I had the advantage of you underestimating me.”

His posture relaxed a little. “That is true. I promise that I will not ever make that mistake again.”

“Then consider this a learning experience. God knows I have plenty of those no matter how many battles I fight.” I held my arm out for him to clasp.

He glanced down at it, hesitating for a mere moment, before taking it. “We should do this again sometime—without the audience.”

I smiled. “Just give me a time and place.”

People had begun to talk again, murmuring all sorts of things about me that could be construed as good or bad. I’d earned the respect of some and the fear of others. A few thought someone as dangerous as me should be put down, but thankfully they were the minority. I caught at least one person say I’d be a major asset if they brought me along for their battle in the spring. If it entailed killing dragons between me and my family’s ranch, I was all for it. Hildegard had mentioned as much last night, piquing my interest. Aidan had also told me before that all I needed to do was wait until spring, and he’d be able to get me home safely. I’d known his clan had battles planned for then, but I’d never dreamed I would have the chance to participate in them.

The organizer announced my points, which totaled seventy-five. Someone else had already gotten over a hundred, so I was out of the running for winner. That was fine by me.

Hildegard stepped into the circle. She ignored her son and pulled me into her arms, hugging me tighter than I’d ever been hugged in my life. I couldn’t breathe until she released me. If I’d fought against her instead, I suspected I wouldn’t have won as easily—or at all.

“You’re the answer I’ve been looking for, little girl,” she said, beaming.

“Um, thank you.” I was at a complete loss. This was not how I’d expected the mother of my opponent to react after I defeated her son.

“Come the spring, you will be fighting with us. Yes?”

I glanced at Aidan, who nodded, and turned back to her. “If you want me there, I’ll come.”

“Good.” She gave me a discerning look. “But I do have one more trial for you. The final contest of the day is a brawl, which is an excellent opportunity to see you in action while facing multiple opponents.”

“A brawl?” I asked. Images were coming to my mind, none of them good.

“It is one of our favorite events. You’ll love it,” she said, eyes gleaming.

The look I caught in Aidan, Phoebe, and Donar’s faces said I was in big trouble.


 

 

 

Chapter 12

 

Bailey

 

The lake water was cold, but I splashed it on my face anyway. The blood and yellow paint weren’t coming off easily. Every part of me hurt, and I was fairly certain I had cuts and bruises in places that shouldn’t even have them. No broken bones though, so that was a win.

“Remind me to never join one of your brawls again,” I said, glancing over at Aidan. 

He was washing his fair share of blood off—and orange paint since he’d been on the opposing side. People had been chosen randomly for either the yellow or orange team, so friends, family, and even mates could end up having to fight each other. Aidan and I had stayed on opposite ends of the field to avoid that, but I was pleased to get a few licks in with Donar since he was also on the other team. That was the only part of the event I’d enjoyed.

Phoebe, who was crouched on my other side, lifted a brow. “I thought you’d like a chance to fight so many dragons.”

“Not when five of them pile on me at once,” I growled, then splashed more water on my face. “If you hadn’t come to my rescue, they might have trampled me to death. I don’t like fighting dragons when I can’t kill them.”

Most of the Taugud and Faegud had taken their beast shapes for the brawl. After seeing how it went, I could understand their reasoning. I was one of the few who fought as a human, and it was overwhelming to say the least. Maybe it wouldn’t have been as bad if there weren’t so many opponents gunning for me and most of my team didn’t care to watch my back. They looked out for each other, but other than Phoebe, I didn’t have anyone’s help.

“You fought hard and proved you could show restraint even under the worst circumstances. Everyone here respects you more after seeing that.” She patted my back. “Even I’m impressed, and I’ve seen you in action a few times.”

That was a comfort—sort of.

“Thanks,” I said, then resumed scrubbing the last of the blood and paint off of me. Aidan and I helped each other with a few more spots we each missed since we didn’t have mirrors.

He rubbed a thumb across my cheek. “I was worried you wouldn’t be able to handle coming here, but you’ve done well. No one can fault you for anything, not even Nanoq.”

The pendragon in question was about ten feet away, washing himself off. He gave me a curt nod. No one got out of participating in the brawl except humans and a few of the organizers. By the end of the battle, we had a whole village of wounded and bloody people and dragons. Everyone was in good spirits, though. Shifters appeared to enjoy that sort of game a whole lot more than I did.

Hildegard shouted from nearby. “It is time for the feast!”

“Please tell me it won’t take long,” I whispered into Aidan’s ear. “All I want is to go home, and we’ve still got a long flight ahead of us.” Not to mention the sun was close to setting.

“Perhaps an hour or so,” he said, and stood.

I sighed. “Alright.”

Getting off my knees, I followed him and Phoebe to the village. We picked up Donar and Lorcan along the way, who’d been off washing at another spot along the lake. As we entered the village, I discovered Ruari and Freya were already waiting. They gestured at us to join them.

The servants had pulled the trestle tables outside and added two more while we’d been away. They were laden with all kinds of meat and vegetable dishes, as well as plates and utensils. It was far more civilized than I’d expected, especially for being outdoors. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen that much to eat, either. Off to the side, I noted roasted meat that had been left to cool on low platforms so the dragons unable to shift could enjoy a good meal as well. I half-wondered what would happen if I tossed a chicken leg their way. Would they be like dogs and scramble over each other to gobble it up? Probably best not to test that theory.

Our group lined up on either side of a trestle table on the far right. Hildegard and Nanoq stood at the end, waiting for everyone to arrive. Once the last of the stragglers had taken their places, the Taugud pendragon addressed us.

“Dragomas is not a holiday that comes from our goddess, Zorya, but it is in thanks to her that we celebrate it. This is the first time in a thousand years that any pendragon has been able to provide such a worthy feast to their toriq.” Nanoq ran his gaze down the tables. “And we must give thanks that we are finally home.”

Cheers rose up, and some shifters pounded on the table.

The Faegud pendragon waited for them to quiet down. “I thank Zorya for our creation and continued existence. Though we can’t see her, we know she is with us in spirit, and we will meet her in the next life. This is also a time to celebrate our families, friendships, and all that we have. Enjoy your meals, and may Zorya be with you.”

Another round of cheers went up. Being that I didn’t worship the dragon goddess, and it would be weird if I did, I could hardly join in the shouts and table pounding. Still, I could appreciate the shifters enjoying their holiday. It showed me a side of them I hadn’t seen before and somehow made them more relatable. They weren’t just animals. They had hopes, dreams, fears, and all the usual emotions that humans did. I was thankful that Aidan and the others could show me that.

We dug into our food. I’d worked up quite an appetite between my duel with Lorcan and the brawl. Before becoming a slayer, I’d been a light eater. That evening I filled my plate twice and ate several helpings of dessert. The humans came out to join us, getting their fair share of the meal they’d worked hard to prepare. It was almost as good as Christmas.

“Are you finished?” Aidan asked.

I nodded. “Definitely.”

“Then we will say farewell to the pendragons, give our gift to Hildegard, and be on our way,” he said, stepping over the bench.

I got up and followed him. Nanoq looked up as we approached the end of the trestle table where he and Hildegard sat together. “You are returning home?”

“Yes.” Aidan bowed to his pendragon. “It is time.”

Nanoq directed his attention to me. “I admit that I did not agree with the idea of you attending the festival and thought it would end in disaster, but you proved me wrong.” He glanced at Hildegard. “And the Faegud pendragon did as well by believing you would be worth the risk. From this point forward, Bailey Monzac, you will be allowed admittance to the fortress as long as Aidan is escorting you. This is my Dragomas gift to you both.”

Aidan bowed, and I followed his example. 

“Thank you,” I said. “I appreciate it.”

I hadn’t been expecting anything from Nanoq. The Taugud pendragon had hardly said a word to me since I arrived, but I’d caught his gaze on me many times. He’d been observing me closely, and probably waiting for me to screw up. Surrounding myself with over a hundred dragons from two clans had seemed daunting at first, but now I was glad I’d come.

Aidan produced a jewel-encrusted dagger from shiggara, knelt on one knee, and held it out to Hildegard. “And this is our gift to you.”

Her eyes rounded, and she quickly grabbed it, admiring the fine blade. Aidan had told me he made it not long after he worked out the treaty. He’d anticipated that he’d need a Dragomas gift for her, and he didn’t procrastinate the way normal people did. 

“This is beautiful,” she said, dipping her chin. “You chose your gift well.”

We didn’t have to provide a present for Nanoq. He’d told Aidan before the festival that all he wanted was the rogues’ heads on spikes and posted at the western border. We would have to get on that once we got back. The bastards were out there, and we’d catch them eventually.

After exchanging farewells, we left the pendragons and headed for the field outside the village. Aidan shifted, strapped me into the harness, and we began the three-hour flight back home. I dozed off for part of the journey, trusting Aidan not to crash and kill us. Between the heavy meal in my stomach and still darkness of night, it was tough to stay awake.

When he began his descent toward our home, I woke up. The moonlight reflected off of a familiar vehicle. For some reason, Earl’s old beat-up car was parked next to my truck. I couldn’t think of a single reason for him to visit when he knew we’d be gone until late in the evening, and he didn’t like coming by often anyway since he didn’t approve of my living with Aidan. The Vietnam vet was old-fashioned about couples living together without marrying, and he didn’t care for shifters all that much, either. It was going to take a lot to change his mind.

Aidan landed in the field behind the house. While he shifted, I searched for Earl. He wasn’t inside, and I picked up the scent of two others who were with him. One was Danae, but it took me a moment to identify the other.

I tensed and glanced at Aidan. “My father is here.”

“I noticed that as well,” he said after completing his shift.

We followed the scent trail to the front of the house where they must have gone inside. Since looters would just break into the place if they really wanted to enter, we didn’t bother to lock the door. As of yet, no one had tried to take anything from our house, but we were out in the middle of nowhere, and there wasn’t much reason to come our way.

Earl opened the door as we climbed the steps. “About time.”

“We didn’t know you would be waiting on us,” I said, crossing the porch. “What are you doing here?”

He stepped out of the way to let us pass. “You’ll see.”

I found Danae hovering over the couch. Moving closer, I caught sight of Wayne lying there with a pain-filled expression on his face. His clothes were ripped to shreds, his leathery skin was covered in wounds, and his long, brown hair was a tangled mess. Danae had her hand over his right shoulder, working to heal it. His right foot was propped up on a pile of pillows at the end of the couch, swollen and bruised. I noted a bump on his forehead as well. He’d been beaten up pretty badly, which was surprising considering his skills and reputation as a fighter. 

A lump formed in my throat. I’d already lost my stepfather recently. The last thing I wanted was to lose my biological father, especially when I still hadn’t gotten a chance to know him. I’d been looking forward to him visiting for Christmas, but not like this with him wounded and unconscious in my living room.

“What happened?” I asked, pulling my gaze away.

Earl stood on my right. “He just showed up about an hour ago at my house. Danae wanted to treat him right there, but he insisted on us bringin’ him to his daughter’s home even though I told him you wouldn’t be here yet. All I know is he ran into those rogues you’ve been huntin’ and it didn’t go well.”

“They are not your average dragons,” Aidan said, standing on the other side of me.

Earl rubbed at his gray beard, which he’d let grow to almost six inches. “I heard that from Conrad. He said the two of you had a tough time with them.”

“That would be an understatement.” I shook my head. “I’d hoped they’d stay away until after Christmas at the very least.”

Earl grunted. “Those dragons don’t care about holidays.”

Aidan tensed, and I grabbed his hand, speaking before he could, “We just came from a holiday celebration with dragons. They care, but it could be that the rogues don’t give a damn, or they’re pissed off about being kicked out of their clan and looking to take it out on anyone they find.”

“You’re implyin’ they have feelings.”

I sighed, frustrated. “Everyone has feelings, Earl. Cats and dogs even have feelings—which you know very well since I see you out feeding and talking to the strays sometimes—so don’t pretend like dragons aren’t capable of it.”

“They eat people. They wouldn’t do that if they had feelings or a soul for that matter,” he argued.

Was I really having to defend dragons when my primary purpose in life was to kill them? “Not all of them eat people. And anyway, do you feel bad when you eat chicken or beef? Those animals died so you could have a meal, but I seriously doubt you thought once about how they might have felt about it.”

“That’s different.”

“Will you two shut up?” Danae glared at us.

I stilled. Somehow, Earl had gotten me so worked up I’d forgotten about my father lying on the couch in front of me seriously injured. Who was being the callous one now? Aidan and I moved over to the loveseat by the fireplace and sat down to wait. Though Wayne twitched occasionally, he hadn’t opened his eyes once since I’d arrived. It must have taken all he had to reach Earl’s house and then insist on coming here. Why he couldn’t have stayed there, I didn’t know.

Danae continued to work for another twenty minutes until she collapsed from exhaustion. Aidan and I carried her over to the loveseat and set her down. I went and grabbed some of the regular blankets I kept in the linen closet and brought them back to cover Danae and my father. Someone—probably Earl—had gotten a fire started in the fireplace, but there was still a chill in the air. Danae curled into her blanket, eyes tightly shut. Considering it was getting close to midnight, I suspected she wouldn’t wake up until morning.

“Thanks for bringing them here,” I said, breaking my silence with Earl.

He nodded. “It was no trouble.”

“Do you want something to drink or eat?” I asked.

“Nah, I should get back home. Ain’t much use in me stickin’ around, and it’s gettin’ late.” He headed for the door. “It was good seein’ ya, Bailey.”

I swallowed a lump in my throat. “You too, Earl.”

After he left, I sat on the coffee table next to my father, wanting to watch over him in case he woke up. Only once, for a single minute, did he open his eyes. His gaze settled on me, recognition reflecting on his face.

“Good. You’re home,” he said and began coughing hard. 

I had a glass of water ready and picked it up. “Drink this.”

He lifted his head and gulped down half of it before nudging it away. “You and I are going on a father-daughter hunting trip,” he croaked. “Soon.”

Before I could reply, he fell back asleep. It occurred to me then that he’d insisted on being brought to my house because the only way he was going to feel safe while wounded and vulnerable was if he had another slayer to watch over him. As his daughter, I was an even better option. The only problem? He still hadn’t figured out I was living with Aidan yet.


 

 

 

Chapter 13

 

Bailey

 

I carried an apple, bowl of oatmeal, and a glass of water over to my father. He’d slept through the night and into the early afternoon before finally waking up thirty minutes ago. Aidan was out chopping wood, for which I was grateful. He’d hear Wayne’s voice from out there and know to wait a bit before coming inside. This situation had to be handled very carefully.

“Here you go,” I said, setting my breakfast offering down on the coffee table and stepping back.

Wayne glanced down at the oatmeal and lifted a brow. “Is this what you eat every day?”

“Yeah.”

“I like oatmeal, too.” He had a deep timbre to his voice. According to my mother, he was half Cherokee Indian and grew up near Tahlequah in the northeastern part of Oklahoma. That must have been why he chose Tulsa for hunting—closer to home.

Danae sipped at her cup of coffee. She’d helped me make it in the kitchen before coming back out to join my father. He’d let her do a minor healing of his head and ankle but refused to let her exhaust herself again. Danae had slept almost as long as him after all the energy she expended the night before. I kept waiting for Miles to show up, but he hadn’t come by so far. Earl must have explained the situation when he went back to their neighborhood.

“If you want anything else,” I said, shifting from foot to foot. “I have a few other things in the kitchen I could bring. There should still be some rolls—if Danae didn’t eat them all.” I glanced her way, and she shrugged. My friends had a habit of coming over and eating my food when I wasn’t looking.

Wayne shook his head. “This is enough for now. I’ve got a good supply in my truck once I get back to it.”

I was guessing he’d left his vehicle at Earl’s. “We can take you to get it once you’re ready.”

“Oh, and there’s a Christmas Eve celebration downtown today,” Danae said, perking up. “You guys definitely have to go to that.”

Wayne finished chewing a bite of his apple. “My daughter and I need to hunt.”

“The dragons could be anywhere,” I argued. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to go out with him since I actually looked forward to fighting at my father’s side, but Wayne was still not in very good shape. He needed at least another day to heal before he could face the rogues again. “I think the best idea is to stay close to the human population since most of the town will be at the celebration and need our protection.” 

My father narrowed his eyes. “Did you stop giving Javier dragon scales to use for his barrier spells?”

Damn, I was totally busted. My first real conversation with my father, unless I counted the time I talked him out of killing Aidan, and he’d already called me out. How did he know about that, anyway? I regularly exchanged dragon scales Javier could use to keep green dragons out of downtown in return for credits to buy things from him. The sorcerer had hoarded just about any kind of food and supplies one could imagine.

“Yeah, but this is our first Christmas together,” I said, giving him the same pleading look I’d given my mother a million times. He was my long-lost father who’d come a long way to see me, so it was worth a shot. “Surely we can spare a few hours before going hunting. The thing with Javier starts a couple of hours before sunset, and no one has reported seeing the rogues before dark.” 

“Where is the shifter?” he asked, glancing around.

I cleared my throat. “What shifter?”

“The one who lives here.” My father frowned at me, not appearing angry as much as annoyed. “Your ability to hide things needs work.”

Danae laughed nervously. “I’m always telling her that.”

“Oh, you mean that shifter—Aidan is outside chopping wood. How did you know he lived here?” I paused, realization hitting me. “You smelled him, didn’t you?”

His nose twitched. “Both of your scents are strong and mixed together all over this place. I noticed it as soon as I arrived last night.”

“And you still stayed?” I was trying to put everything together in my head, but it was hard to imagine Wayne had figured out so much before I even got home. He’d been gravely injured and still able to take in a lot of details.

He sipped at his water, avoiding my gaze. “The last time I saw you it was clear you loved him by the way you defended him. A blind man could see the attraction between you two. I might be getting old, but I’m not a fool.”

“You’re not that old,” I said, frowning at him. He looked like he was in his forties, though with his tan leathery skin he could have appeared a little older in the right lighting.

“I appreciate that, but I’m almost sixty years old.” He sat back on the couch, finished with his meal. “We just don’t age after our rite of passage.”

Which meant when I’d been conceived, he would have been in his late thirties.

“How long were you in Kederrawien before you became a full slayer?” I had so many questions for him that it was hard to choose which ones to ask first. He hadn’t even said how many days he’d be staying yet. 

Wayne rubbed his chin. “About six or seven years. I resisted it for a long time and stayed with a group of sorcerers who allowed me to avoid the dragons. But after a friend was killed, I realized I couldn’t fight my destiny anymore. I trained for the next year after that before making my first kill.”

“Wow, that’s a long time.” I moved to sit next to him on the couch. “I went through my rite of passage three months after the dragons arrived.”

He glanced toward the window where the curtains were still drawn shut. “You had help. As much as I do not like to admit it, the shifter has trained you well. Few slayers survive their first few months if they do not have the right guidance.”

Something told me that was a big admission for him. I was still trying to wrap my head around the fact my father hadn’t leaped up and gone to kill Aidan the moment he woke up. For someone famous for killing dragons, he was showing remarkable restraint. Of course, if he did hurt Aidan I’d never speak to him again. Maybe Wayne knew that and didn’t want to destroy his chance to get to know me this soon after our meeting. He had shown self-control last time when he ran into Aidan. My father could have easily killed him before I got there to stop him, but he hadn’t even wounded him. If Wayne had no intention of slaying Aidan, why attack him at all? Had he been testing him because he’d figured out our relationship even back then? Or was he planning something else? My stomach twisted at the thought.

“How do you know so much about me?” Since the first time I’d seen him months ago, it was clear he knew who I was despite us never meeting before.

“I have my sources.”

I took a deep breath. “You’re not going to kill Aidan, are you?”

“He would not be alive now if I wanted him dead.”

That was a comforting thought, which wouldn’t keep me up at night for the next few months. “So you’re okay with him?”

Wayne grunted. “I would not go that far, but he appears to make you happy, and he has kept you safe when I could not.” He met my gaze, irony in his eyes. “I also suspect you would never speak to me again if I killed your shifter.”

I nodded. “You’d be right, but I still worried you…you wouldn’t be able to hold back.”

“Why is that?”

“I’ve heard you’re ruthless against dragons,” I admitted.

He gave me a wry smile. “I am, but I’ve also learned when to attack and when to wait—or not fight at all. Slayers who attack without discipline do not survive long.”

“Yeah,” I said, then paused. “But don’t you usually kill shifters, too?”

My father was quiet a moment. “I killed every dragon I could in the beginning, but eventually I realized I’d never rest if I did not select my targets carefully. It is only if I view a shifter as a threat that I attack.”

“You and that other guy attacked Aidan and his sister and uncle,” I pointed out.

“But we did not kill them. Sometimes a point needs to be made.”

Sort of like what I’d done when I dueled Lorcan the day before. “I get that.”

“But if your shifter does anything I don’t like, I might still kill him.” He patted my knee. “But not on Christmas.”

It was good to know my father could draw the line somewhere.

Aidan came through the front door. I wouldn’t have put it past him to have listened in on our whole conversation and waited until the right moment to come inside. There’d been no telltale sounds of wood chopping for a while now.

“Your mate is here,” Aidan informed Danae. 

She hopped up from the loveseat. “Thanks. It’s about time to get going anyway if I want to get ready for the Christmas thing downtown.” She directed her attention to Wayne. “It was nice meeting you.”

My father got up and shook her hand. “I appreciate your help.”

“I’d say anytime, but I’d rather you didn’t get hurt again.” She gestured at me. “Your daughter keeps me busy enough.”

Wayne looked at me with pride. “She is already a better fighter than I was four months into slaying dragons. Before long, she won’t need you as often.”

“That’s good to know,” Danae said, then waved at us and left.

“So how about that Christmas party?” I asked.

“You two could ride together.” Aidan stepped closer to us, but still used the couch as a barrier. “I have something to take care of first and will have to meet Bailey there anyway.”

Wayne was silent for a moment, considering. “Very well, but we hunt after that.”

“It’s a deal,” I said, relieved he’d finally agreed.

 

***

 

“Wow, it’s even more crowded than I expected,” I said, dodging around a group of people going the opposite way on the sidewalk.

My father stepped onto the street to avoid them. “I do not like crowds.”

The implication was clear—he’d only come because I’d asked him. After how things went when we’d first met, particularly with him saving me from dying and then taking off before I could talk to him, I hadn’t expected him to make much of an effort. Yet he was trying. First, he’d accepted Aidan enough not to kill him, and then he’d agreed to go to a Christmas Eve celebration with me despite not wanting to go. Was this his way of making it up to me for not being around for more than two decades of my life? If so, it was working. I’d built up so many horrible scenarios in my head for how his visit might play out that things were going far better than I’d imagined.

“How’s your ankle?” I asked. The swelling and bruising had gone down a lot after Danae did another healing for him a couple of hours before, but he still walked with a slight limp. The bump on his head was completely gone though, and so was his shoulder wound. Danae had put a lot more effort into healing those.

My father gave me a look of consternation. “It will be fine.”

“Okay, good.” I wasn’t going to push my luck any further on getting him to take it easy. At least with him at the celebration, he wouldn’t be out hunting and fighting dragons for a little while longer.

We made it onto Main Street where most of the festivities were taking place. My eyes rounded, taking in all the Christmas lights strung across every store and around the light poles. The sky was cloudy, making them easier to see despite it still being daytime. Javier must have hoarded a lot of fuel and used a few generators to run that many lights. Normally, I would have been against wasting resources like that but for our first Christmas since the apocalypse—and after suffering through so many dragon attacks—we needed something extra to boost our spirits. 

Children raced along the street, going from activity booth to activity booth. They could get their faces painted, make wreaths, throw balls at a dunking tank where Javier himself sat, already soaking wet. It was a good thing the weather had warmed up to almost sixty, or he might have had to worry about catching a cold. Did sorcerers get sick? Since Danae had gotten her powers, I hadn’t noticed her ever getting ill, but she was also a healer.

Wayne sniffed and pointed up the street. “I believe the food is that way.”

Aidan was supposed to be coming soon, and I’d told him we’d be somewhere close to the feast Javier had promised. The aroma of turkey, ham, stuffing, and a whole lot of other foods wafted strongly toward us. My breakfast of oatmeal had staved off the worst of my hunger, but my stomach growled at the temptation of something better.

“Yep, let’s go.”

We walked down the middle of Main Street toward Javier’s Bar and Grill. The road had been blocked off from traffic even though half the town came by the buses the sorcerer sent out. He didn’t want anyone to miss the celebration due to transportation problems. His tactics had worked because there had to be hundreds of people on the street alone, and many more inside the downtown buildings he’d opened up for various activities—some for children and some for adults. My father and I passed by one storefront where two scantily-clad women waved at us through the floor-to-ceiling window. I gawked at them before turning away—that was new.

My father laughed. “Javier enjoys building wealth any way he can get it. He was the same way in Kederrawien.”

“So you knew him before?” I asked.

“Yes.” He nodded. “We lived in the same area.”

“Were you the one giving him dragon scales before I started doing it?” The more time I spent with my father, the more puzzle pieces I began to put together.

Wayne glanced at me. “Even slayers must eat, and there was little food to be had. I did what I must to survive just as you have here.”

He didn’t have to worry about me judging him, especially now that he didn’t plan to kill Aidan. “I have so many more questions I’ve been wanting to ask. Like do you still have family in Oklahoma? Did you go see them when you got back? How did you find out about me and track me down?”

“Wait, Bailey.” He held a hand up and gave me an amused look. “There will be time for all of that later. For now, I would like to eat.”

“Right, sorry.” It was tough holding back. For all my life, I’d wondered about my father, and why he left before I was born. I had gotten some answers but not all of them.

We went into the restaurant, lit with electric lights for once, and found a spread of food laid out against the side wall. A line had formed that went almost to the door. It might have been worse if not for the fact Javier was keeping the buffet open all afternoon and into the evening. People didn’t have to come all at once. We waited until our turn to dish up our plates and look for a seat.

“Bailey!” Trish called out from the back of the restaurant.

We headed toward her table where Justin, Danae, Miles, Conrad, and a few other familiar faces from the neighborhood sat. To my surprise, Jennifer and Bomber were there too.

“They let the dog in?” I asked.

Bomber was under the table chewing on a chicken leg, happy as a canine could be. The former police dog, a German Shepherd, once belonged to Jennifer’s husband. After he died on D-day, she took over care of the animal. Bomber worked hard to protect Earl’s neighborhood and scared off anyone who tried to get over the walls around the place.

Jennifer leaned down and patted the dog’s head. “I pointed out he was a service animal, and they decided not to argue with me.”

“We saved seats for you guys,” Conrad said, pointing to a couple of chairs at the end of the table. “Don’t be shy.”

My father nodded. “Thank you.”

It didn’t take a mind reader to figure out he would have rather been anywhere else, but once again he was making an effort for me. I settled down next to him and whispered, “Thanks for doing this.”

He salted the turkey on his plate. “If I am to get to know my daughter, I should meet her friends as well. Where is Earl?”

“He, Norma, and a couple of the other old folks insisted on stayin’ behind to watch the neighborhood.” Conrad leaned toward us and spoke in a confiding tone, “But personally, I think they’ve got their own party goin’ on. Probably gonna break out the booze I know they’re hidin’ and eat the cake Norma was baking when I left.”

I laughed. “Probably.”

“Javier really outdid himself with this Christmas celebration,” Danae interrupted from farther down the table. She glanced down at her empty plate. “I don’t remember ever being this full.”

I couldn’t say the same since I’d just had a huge meal the day before, but I did agree the sorcerer had planned the event well. It not only bought him the goodwill of the town—which was how he fueled his powers—but it also advertised all the services and products he had to offer. Even more people would be coming downtown now that they knew what all was available.

“Man, I ain’t even close to done yet.” Conrad grabbed his empty plate and headed back to the buffet to fill up again.

A waitress stopped by to offer us wine. Danae and a few others were quick to lift their glasses, but I declined. If I wanted to go hunting with my father later, I needed a clear head. Finishing my food was all I cared about for now.

“Where’s Aidan?” Trish asked.

I swallowed a bite of mashed potatoes. “He’s supposed to be here soon.”

She frowned. “I hope he doesn’t miss the fireworks. Javier spread the word that as soon as it gets dark, he’ll light them up.”

“I’m sure Aidan will be here,” I said, glancing toward the front windows. Nightfall wouldn’t come for at least another hour, so he wasn’t too late yet.

We chatted some more, and I finished my dinner. After everyone else was done, we headed back outside. Javier stood on a podium across the street with a microphone in hand. The sorcerer had dried off and changed into a dark suit that accentuated his Hispanic good looks. He asked everyone to get off the road because he had a surprise for us.

“Anyone know what’s going on?” Conrad asked.

I shook my head. “No idea.”

A moment later a few children began to squeal and point. I followed the direction of their gazes, and my jaw dropped. In the sky, there was a sleigh being pulled by three red dragons with Aidan in the lead. It suddenly made sense now why he insisted on coming to the Christmas Eve celebration on his own. 

Danae glanced over at me. “Did you know about this?”

“No.” I shook my head. “Aidan never even hinted about it.”

“I can’t believe Javier talked him into it,” Conrad said, eyes wide. “I thought they hated each other.”

That was the impression I’d had as well, but maybe they set their differences aside for the holidays. The sleigh came in for a landing on the street, and I got my first good look at the man playing Santa. “Is that Hank?”

“Yeah, that’s definitely Hank,” Justin replied. He and Earl were the ones who talked to the radio guy the most.

My mind raced. All this time, I’d never mentioned anything about Hank’s radio station to Aidan or the other shifters, worried they might not like it. But that had to be how the man was getting so much good information on dragons—he got it straight from the source.

They pulled the sleigh up right in front of us. Santa and two elves hopped out, each carrying huge, red bags stuffed with gifts. The kids raced up, and they started doling them out. Meanwhile, Javier sent several people over to free the shifters from their harnesses. As soon as the dragons were free, people were ordered to stay back. Aidan lit up in flames as he started to shift, and the other two flew off in the direction of the fortress. They probably weren’t interested in staying for a human celebration.

The fire died down, and Aidan’s gaze went straight for me. I met him halfway, leaping into his arms. “If you were trying to surprise me, you did a good job.”

“That was my intent,” he said, smiling.

I looked up and narrowed my eyes. “How long have you been talking to Hank?”

“A few weeks.” Aidan pulled away, and we moved over to the sidewalk. “I don’t know how the man did it, but he tracked me down and asked if I’d be willing to pull the sleigh with a couple of other shifters. Nanoq agreed to the proposal since he thought it might be good for our relations with humans and because he didn’t want Javier getting all the credit for today.”

I didn’t recognize the two shifters who’d flown with him. “Who has been giving up the details on dragons to Hank?”

“That would be Phoebe. The pendragon has been telling her what information she can or cannot reveal, but we thought it might help humans better understand us.” Aidan gazed around the crowded street. “Fear is born from a lack of understanding or familiarity with something different than us.”

He was absolutely right, which reminded me. I pulled away to dig into the pouch attached to my leg harness. “I’ve got a gift for you.”

“I’ve got one for you as well.”

Before I could dig my present out for Aidan, a man started screaming from down the street. “The dragons are attacking!”


 

 

 

Chapter 14

 

Aidan

 

Aidan stiffened, and he grabbed Bailey’s arm. “We must go.”

“Dammit, I thought we had more time,” she said, expression furious. “The sun’s barely set.”

Beyond her, Wayne turned and began running toward the man screaming about the dragon attack. Bailey’s father had been limping before, but he showed no sign of injury now. The crowd parted to let him pass. Aidan and Bailey chased after him, following the path he made. They caught up as Wayne reached a middle-aged man telling anyone who would listen about what he saw.

“They came from the north,” he said, speaking to Javier with fear in his eyes. “I jumped in my car and took off before they reached my neighborhood, but I looked back once and saw them blowing fire at houses and people. One of them…it grabbed a woman and it…chomped down on her. I got here as fast as I could to tell you.”

A young girl with curly brown hair tugged on Aidan’s tunic, drawing his attention. “Will you save us from the mean green dragons?”

Her eyes were wide and full of innocence and fear. What made her come to him, he couldn’t imagine, but he felt humbled that she did. “I will stop them. I promise.”

“Red dragons are good,” she said in an informative tone. “Hank says on the radio that they fight the bad ones and protect us.”

Aidan struggled with an answer for her. The child couldn’t have been more than five years old, and yet she put her full trust in him—a man she must have seen turn from dragon to human. Could the people in town have started warming up to shifters?

Bailey took Aidan’s arm and smiled down at the girl. “You’re right. They do keep the green dragons away.”

“Where are they attacking?” Aidan asked the man who’d witnessed the attack.

The man pointed in a northerly direction. “That way—around the intersection of Porter Avenue and Rock Creek Road. You can’t miss them if you hurry.”

“Let’s get my truck,” Bailey said, spinning on her heels.

Aidan and Wayne started to follow her down the sidewalk, but then Conrad pulled up on a side street, driving her black truck. He stuck his head out the window, and shouted at them, “Hey, guys, over here!”

They veered to the left and hurried toward him. Jerking the doors open, Aidan and Bailey climbed into the backseat while Wayne took the front passenger seat. Conrad spun the truck about, following Bailey’s directions.

“How does he have the keys to your vehicle?” Wayne asked, glancing between his daughter and Conrad. “I did not see you pass them to him.”

“He goes out hunting with me a lot. After the first time I left him stranded with the truck and no keys while I ran off to chase a dragon, we decided he needed my spare set. It’s also handy for when I get injured,” Bailey explained.

“I see.” Wayne was quiet for a moment, considering. “But he is not a slayer. Why does he hunt with you?” 

“Because I’m her sidekick,” Conrad answered, his hands gripping the wheel tightly as he drove the truck at breakneck speed. “I can shoot dragons with a crossbow, and I’m workin’ on my skills with a sword now that I’m fireproof. You don’t have to be a slayer to fight them if you got the right skills.”

Aidan almost laughed when he saw the expression on Wayne’s face. 

“You’re fireproof?” Bailey’s father sounded skeptical.

“Yeah, happened durin’ that trip when we saw you last time. Aidan burned Danae and me with some different colored flames while we were in a cave, and somehow we became fireproof after that.” Conrad slowed while crossing a major intersection, checked for traffic, then gunned the engine to speed up again. “Shit was hot as hell, but it worked.”

“You agreed to this? He did not do it to harm you?” The slayer was clearly baffled. Aidan would have been happy to explain the whole story, but they were getting close to the area where the rogues would be and didn’t have time.

“We knew it wouldn’t kill us, but it did burn the clothes we were wearin’,” Conrad replied.

Aidan watched the sky. He didn’t see any signs of dragons at first, but as Conrad made the turn onto Rock Creek Road, he spotted a stream of flames break through the darkness. Aidan gestured in that direction. “There!”

“Pull over in that parking lot,” Bailey ordered, indicating a small parking area not far from the neighborhood. She couldn’t afford to lose her truck to dragon fire, and usually parked it at least a few blocks from where the beasts were attacking. There was no time to cover it with a camrium blanket.

As soon as Conrad stopped the vehicle, everyone hopped out. Bailey grabbed her bow and arrows from the back of the truck and Conrad got his crossbow. Wayne pulled out his sword. Aidan didn’t need a weapon since he planned to change to his beast form once they got close enough. Until then, he didn’t want to alert the dragons to his presence by getting up in the air where they might spot him. Everyone needed to get into position first so that they could have the greater advantage.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Bailey asked Conrad, slinging her quiver across her back. “These rogues are a lot more dangerous than the dragons we usually fight.”

Conrad nodded. “I’m sure.”

“Then let’s go.”

They raced up the street and turned down another road into the neighborhood. The dragons were two blocks up ahead. All the houses they passed along the way had been burned to the ground or close to it. The rogues were working their way down the street. Aidan ran faster than the others, wanting to get ahead before he had to stop and shift.

A series of rapid gunfire rang out, piercing the night air and hurting his ears. One of the green dragons who hovered over a house up ahead roared in pain. The bullets must have hit the beast in the belly or wings for it to have felt any discomfort. Aidan doubted the projectiles had done much damage, but if enough of them struck in the same spot at close range, they could break through soft scales and bring the dragon greater pain.

He slowed and glanced over his shoulder at the others catching up. “I will shift now. The rest of you draw their attention, and I’ll be there in a moment.”

They continued onward while he let his inner fire out. As his body morphed to his dragon shape, he watched through the flames as Bailey, Wayne, and Conrad set up position on the side of the road. They weren’t more than a couple of hundred feet from where the rogue’s attacked. Bailey let loose her first arrow, striking one of the dragon’s wings while Conrad struck the other beast with a bolt to the side of the head. That wouldn’t harm the dragon since he had a thick skull, but it would get his attention.

As both rogues turned toward the three humans annoying them with their projectiles, Aidan completed his shift. He spread his wings and lifted into the air. One of the green dragons attacked from the front while the other banked around to come at Bailey and her companions’ from the rear. Aidan went after the latter.

As he drew closer, he marveled at the sheer size of the beast, remembering the impressive strength and cunning the rogue displayed before. Aidan needed to consider his options. Ever since his last encounter with the Thamaran outcasts, he’d replayed the battle in his head over and over again. Aidan couldn’t remember the last time he’d been defeated that easily. With so many lives at stake now and in the future, he could not fail again. 

While Bailey and Conrad continued firing arrows and bolts at the first dragon, who hovered fifteen feet in the air above their position and spit flames at them, Aidan met the other rogue a short distance away. They collided, clawing and snapping at each other. He nipped at the side of his opponent’s neck and got a slice through his left wing in return.

Aidan could not allow such a close battle to continue long, or the stronger dragon would tear him up. Making a quick decision, he clutched the beast’s head and tried to pull its mouth wide open. The dragon clamped down its jaw, not cooperating. If Aidan could just blow his second flames down his opponent’s throat, it would harden the soft tissue inside and make it almost impossible for the rogue to breathe.

The dragon jerked his head back and forth, sending Aidan swinging side to side. He dug his talons deep into the rogue’s snout to keep from coming loose and being tossed through the air. The dragon growled in pain and stopped shaking his head. Aidan let go, putting some distance between him and the rogue while he caught his breath. His opponent’s eyes glowed red, and he moved toward Aidan once more. The moment the dragon came within arm’s reach, he punched the beast directly on the nose. Bones crushed and blood spurted from his snout.

Roaring loudly, the rogue swiped his claws at Aidan’s face. He kicked his feet up, using all his strength to force his opponent back before the talons reached him. For a moment, the Thamaran outcast floundered in the air. Aidan took advantage and surged forward to grab the dragon’s left wing, then snapped his own wings shut and used his dead weight to drag the beast downward. The dragon clawed at the air, unable to stay aloft. As they sailed toward the ground, Aidan waited until the last moment to flare his wings and slow his descent. His knees crunched when his feet touched the earth, but he managed to keep his grip on the rogue.

“Hold him!” Wayne shouted, racing over with his sword at the ready.

Beyond him, Bailey faced the other dragon, who had numerous cuts and wounds all over him. Conrad sat on the beast, gripping one wing while using a dagger to stab its back over and over again. His face was a mask of concentration, but there was a gleam in his eyes. “Eat that shit, you bastard.”

The rogue Aidan held jerked under his tight grip, attempting to pull away. It had caught sight of Wayne coming toward them and sought to escape the slayer. There was fear in the beast’s eyes. Bailey’s father must have done some damage the last time they fought for the rogue to be that afraid of him. Aidan dug in his heels, straining to stay on his feet as he held onto the top of the dragon’s wing. Any moment he would fall onto his back, and his opponent would be able to shake him loose.

Wayne leaped forward and arched his sword, slashing downward at the beast’s other wing. His blade was so sharp that it sliced halfway through before catching. Aidan had forged his fair share of weapons, but he had never seen any that could cut that cleanly. He would have to find out later how the slayer got hold of such a fine sword, and if the man knew how it was made. The dragon wailed in pain, making a high-pitch noise that hurt Aidan’s ears. It lashed out with its talons toward Wayne, but he easily dodged the strikes.

The destruction of the wing gave Aidan an idea. He adjusted his grip on the one he held and began bending it until he felt multiple bones snapping. The dragon roared once more, letting loose a stream of flames he sent over Wayne and Aidan. It had lost all ability to fly. Twisting around, it charged Aidan and leaped on top of him. 

He fell backward, landing hard on the ground. Aidan was grateful he’d already tucked his wings close to his body, or he might have damaged them. The rogue climbed over him, digging its talons into his belly. He felt them like daggers as they tore through his soft scales. The dragon arched his head the way a snake would right before striking, and then lunged for Aidan’s throat. He thrust his hands upward, grabbing the rogue’s head just in time and locked his elbows to hold the beast back. Hot drool dripped onto Aidan’s face and stung his eyes. It wasn’t common, but some dragons had a defense mechanism that rose up when they were in danger of dying that allowed them to make their saliva acidic. Once that happened, their saliva could soften their opponent’s scales and make them easier to puncture. For a human, it was worse. It could burn through their skin and all the way to their bones.

Wayne moved to the dragon’s side and thrust his blade into the beast’s back between the ribs, going almost to the hilt before pulling out. The rogue snarled and started to swing around. Aidan gripped his opponent’s head tighter and called out to the slayer in a garbled voice, “Stop!”

It was extremely difficult to speak in his dragon form, but he could make some sounds.

“You cannot hold him for long,” Wayne said, coming closer. “I can get him off of you.”

Aidan’s arms shook as he fought to keep his grip on the struggling dragon. He spoke once more, hoping the slayer would understand him, “Sa-liva…ac-id.”

Wayne took in the spots on Aidan’s face that were sizzling, understanding dawning in his eyes. “Hold him just a moment longer.”

“Hurry.” Aidan gritted his teeth. The rogue was going to make it through to his organs soon the way he kept digging at his belly, and the acidic saliva burning his face didn’t feel much better.

“On the count of three, I’m going to shove him hard,” Wayne said, urgency in his voice. “I need you to help me roll him onto his side. The beast is too big for me to reach his heart from anywhere except his stomach.”

“Yes,” he choked out and bent his knee to brace himself.

“One…” Wayne paused to put his hands on the dragon’s side. “Two…three!”

Working together, they shoved the dragon over. With the rogue’s weight off of Aidan, he was able to leap up and plant himself on the beast’s upper chest and hold his head. It left him in a vulnerable position with his back to the slayer, but he had to trust that Bailey’s father wouldn’t strike at him and would focus on their mutual enemy instead.

With a loud battle cry, Wayne sent his sword downward. His blade sunk into the dragon’s stomach at just the right angle for the tip of the blade to reach the beast’s heart. Aidan had to use all his weight and strength to keep the rogue still. The dragon struggled under him as Wayne continued to push his sword even deeper. There was so much fat and muscle in the rogue’s body that even the finest blade couldn’t break through it all easily.

“Almost there,” Wayne said, voice strained.

The dragon twitched, and blood gurgled from his mouth—a sure sign he was dying. Aidan grunted, unwilling to let go of his opponent quite yet. The slayer pushed his blade a little deeper to make certain the heart had been fully punctured, and then they watched as the rogue gasped its final breath. After a minute, Aidan shakily rose to his feet. He and Wayne turned their gazes toward the other rogue.

Conrad had wrapped a length of magic-infused rope around the dragon’s jaws—something he must have acquired from Javier. He sat half naked on top of the beast’s head, his shirt and part of his pants having been burned off at some point, and he covered the rogue’s nostrils, slowly suffocating it. Aidan noted that both of the dragon’s eyes had been gouged out, something Bailey tended to do whenever she got a chance. The beast made soft rumbling sounds in his throat and tried to shake his neck, but Conrad held him still. He and Bailey had weakened the rogue enough that it made it easier for the human male to hold him.

Directly behind Conrad, Bailey was sawing through the dragon’s neck with her sword. She glanced up and met Aidan’s gaze. “This damn dragon is too fat to get to its heart.”

“I could help,” Wayne said, coming forward.

“No.” Bailey shook her head. “I’ve almost got it.”

She took a few deep breaths, then started sawing even harder. The dragon twitched twice before his body went slack. A few moments later she separated the beast’s neck from his body, but he was already dead. She’d killed him in a rather slow and painful process. Under the circumstances though, she hadn’t had a choice. If the beast hadn’t eaten so many humans to increase his girth, she could have slain him much easier and faster.

Aidan began the shift back to his human form now that the danger was over. He watched as Bailey pulled a cloth from one of the pouches connected to her leg harness and cleaned the blood from her face and hands. Conrad borrowed it after her, doing the same. Aidan had the advantage that the flames from his shift cleaned him up.

“Good work, partner,” Bailey said, slapping her palm against Conrad’s.

It was a strange custom. Aidan had seen humans do that before, but he still didn’t get the purpose. Conrad stood and held up the dragon head. “We got our trophy.”

“We must put it on a spike at the western border with the Thamaran,” Aidan informed him. “It will serve as a reminder that no pure dragon should ever cross into our territory if they wish to live.” 

The two they killed might have been exiles, but it never hurt to show the Thamaran that the shifters could handle anything that came their way—even the most dangerous warriors. Aidan looked forward to giving his pendragon the update later so that Nanoq would know he got his Dragomas gift.

“Won’t the head disintegrate in a couple of days?” Bailey asked.

Aidan shook his head. “Not if it isn’t connected to the body. Just like with the scales, the decaying process isn’t as fast for the head by itself. It could last for up to six months, especially since it is winter.”

“Okay.” She cocked her head. “But are we posting just one or both at the border?”

“Both,” Aidan replied.

Bailey pointed at him and Wayne. “You guys can cut the head off your kill because I’m not going through that again.”

“I’ll take care of it,” her father said, heading back to the other rogue.

Several men came running toward them from down the street. Aidan tensed, noting the rifles in their hands. He moved closer to Bailey and Conrad ready to protect them if necessary.

“Damn, it’s the bikers,” Conrad muttered.

“Now I know where they live—the sneaky bastards were up here where I hardly patrol,” Bailey said, and she waved at the incoming group. “Hey, Jack!”

The lead man, whose clothes were covered in dirt, gave her an ironic smile as he came close. “Should have known it was you who drew the dragons away.”

Conrad lifted the head up. “I don’t think they’ll be a problem for us anymore.”

Jack chuckled. “No, I suppose not.”

“That’s the second time you’ve helped us out,” one of the other men said, shaking his head. “Now we ain’t even anymore.”

“I’m not keeping track.” Bailey gestured toward Aidan and introduced him. “Aidan is one of the red dragons when he’s not in human form, and he’s also my…uh, boyfriend. He helped us out, as well as my father who is back there cutting the other dragon’s head off.”

None of the men appeared bothered by Aidan’s presence. They merely studied him for a minute and then shifted their gaze to Wayne. 

“Is he a slayer, too?” Jack asked. “And why are you cuttin’ the heads?”

“Yeah, my dad’s a slayer—it’s a genetic thing.” She went on to explain what they would be doing with the heads. 

“Sounds like a good idea to me,” one of the men said. “Maybe you should do that every time they try to cross.”

Bailey gestured at the men. “What’s up with all the dirt? Were you guys bunkered underground while the dragons were attacking?”

Jack attempted to dust himself off. “Yeah, we set up trenches a while back in case we ever got attacked. Kept the fire from gettin’ to us, but I think they were about to start digging when you showed up.”

Dragon flames couldn’t burn through a thick layer of dirt, but the man was right that the beasts would have eventually landed and dug their way to them. The gunfire was likely the only thing that held the rogues back.

Wayne joined them, dumping the second dragon head next to Conrad. “We should get these posted and let the people at the celebration know they are safe now.”

“I won’t keep ya’ll any longer, but I just want to thank you for comin’ to our rescue,” Jack said, and his friends murmured their agreement. “You saved us and our families from getting killed.”

Bailey glanced back at the destroyed neighborhood behind them. “We didn’t save everyone.”

“No.” Jack ran a hand through his hair. “We’ll have some funerals to plan, but it could have been worse—a lot worse. Most of us live farther back this way, so if those dragons made it much deeper into the neighborhood, they would have reached the majority of us.”

Bailey took a deep breath. “I’m sorry I couldn’t be here sooner, but if you need anything just let me know.”

“We’re in your debt, Bailey Monzac,” Jack said, giving her a look of respect and then nodding at Aidan and the others. “We’ll be alright, but if you all ever need anything, we’ll be there. Hope ya’ll have a merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas to you, too,” she replied.


 

 

 

Chapter 15

 

Bailey

 

After posting the dragon heads by the interstate, we headed back to the celebration. A weight had lifted off my shoulders. There’d been something rather satisfying about ending that particular ordeal and making the town safe again. Well, as much as it ever could be these days. For my efforts, I’d gotten a few gashes in my arms and legs, and broken a pinky finger that I’d had to straighten out, but I couldn’t complain since I’d suffered greater injuries than that before. Aidan was the worst off with all the deep gashes on his stomach. They were closing, but not fast enough for my liking, and he moved slower than usual.

Conrad offered to drive the truck, and I didn’t argue. Other than a few scrapes, he’d come out of the skirmish relatively intact. He’d done well for his first close-quarters fight. My father didn’t have any injuries at all. At first, he’d helped Conrad and me, but when Aidan brought his rogue to the ground, Wayne had headed over to assist him. They’d worked remarkably well together. Enough so that I caught a glimmer of respect in my father’s eyes when he looked at Aidan.

“You know what I’d kill for right about now?” I asked, breaking the silence in the truck.

Conrad glanced over his shoulder at me. “You just cut a dragon’s head off. How much more death do you need on Christmas Eve?”

“Funny.” I glared at him. “I’d kill for some hot chocolate.”

“I have some back at my truck,” Wayne replied, then paused and gave me a serious look. “There is no need to kill me for it. I would give it to you as a gift.”

“Ha ha, you guys know it’s just an expression.” I sighed dramatically, pretending to be annoyed, but really I grew warm and fuzzy inside. That was the first time my father had cracked a joke in front of me. I’d begun to wonder if he was serious all the time, so it was rather reassuring to see he could have a lighter side.

“Looks like the party’s still going,” Conrad said, turning onto the same side street where I’d parked in downtown before. The lot I’d used was just up ahead, full of cars and trucks, and no sign anyone had left yet.

I had worried the celebration might have ended before we could return—it had been almost two hours—but they must not have wanted to leave the safety of Javier’s domain until they were certain the rogues were dead. That was my theory, anyway. 

Conrad parked the truck, and we climbed out of the vehicle. Though my father hadn’t been injured in the most recent battle, he showed signs of fatigue, and he was favoring his ankle again. He must have tweaked it or hidden the injury until now for my sake. We were all a bit sore and tired.

As we headed across the parking lot, I glanced at the others. “Let’s just stay long enough to let people know we killed the rogues and then we can call it a night.”

“Where would be the fun in that?” Javier came around the building ahead of us. He’d added a long, black trench coat to his attire, giving him a mysterious air. Include that with his dark looks, and it explained why half the women in town fell over themselves to get near him.

I lifted a brow. “I’m surprised everyone is still here.”

“We were waiting for you to return.” He beckoned us. “Come.”

He led us back to Main Street where the celebration remained in full swing. No one seemed to care that it had turned a little colder in the past hour, but if my nose were to be trusted, many had taken to drinking the spiked punch Javier had been dispersing all evening. At least the children were safely inside one of the buildings across the street. It had a glass front so that I could see Hank. He was still wearing his Santa suit, sitting in front of the kids reading a book.

Javier stepped up to his podium and grabbed the microphone. Aidan, Conrad, Wayne, and I stayed off to the side, wondering what the sorcerer was planning. None of us were in the mood for more celebrating or any accolades.

“Can I have your attention everyone?” Javier said, his voice ringing out.

People on the street stopped what they were doing to turn and look at him. Hank and the children hurried to the door, opening it to listen. Anyone who wasn’t staring at the sorcerer had their attention on us. I hated being in the limelight, and my father didn’t appear anymore pleased. Aidan was stoic, crossing his arms and standing there expressionless. Conrad, on the other hand, looked like the cat who caught the canary and grinned widely for our audience. He probably wished he had a video of himself sitting on the dragon stabbing it with a dagger. I was just glad he kept a change of clothes in my truck because otherwise he would have been standing there half naked and giving everyone an eyeful. Aidan had promised he’d get a camrium outfit for Conrad soon to alleviate that problem.

“Our heroes have returned triumphant,” Javier announced, smiling broadly. “The rogues who have been plaguing us are dead!”

Shouts and cheers rose up. Hank and the children jumped up and down, then started dancing with each other. I supposed it was worth the trouble of being put in the spotlight if it made the kids happy. Good news didn’t come around very often these days, and the little ones suffered the most.

Javier continued, “First, I would like to thank Bailey Monzac—our town dragon slayer who most of you have seen around at some point or another. Aidan of the Taugud clan—a dragon shifter and Bailey’s mate. Wayne Yahola—a visiting dragon slayer who is Bailey’s father. And last but not least, Conrad Alberts—often seen at Bailey’s side helping her protect this town. The four of them worked together to take down the rogue dragons. In appreciation of that, they will be welcome to eat and drink at my bar and grill for free for the next month.”

I leaned close to my father. “If Javier hadn’t offered the free food, I might have been tempted to throttle him for calling us out like this.”

“You would have had to wait your turn,” he replied, a glint of humor in his eyes.

Who knew my father’s mood could improve so much after a battle with dragons? I supposed he was like me and got cranky and tense when he didn’t slay often enough.

“It’s too bad you won’t be around to enjoy Javier’s offer,” I said, thinking Wayne wouldn’t stick around after Christmas was over. It would have been nice to hunt with him again and continue to build our relationship.

He cleared his throat. “Actually, I will be nearby. There are two other slayers in Tulsa now who can handle the area without me. I have decided to move to Oklahoma City to assist you to the north.”

“Really?” I glanced at him in surprise. “When did you decide that?”

“Not long ago.”

I had no idea what to make of that. Was he doing it because the city needed another slayer, or did he want to be closer to me? Either way, I looked forward to having my father within easy driving distance, especially since he and Aidan were getting along alright. The only trouble with his staying would come in the spring when I returned to my mother and the rest of my family in Texas. I wouldn’t want to leave my dad or Aidan and my friends, but at least someone would be around to take care of the dragons after I left.

“And now for the fireworks celebration you’ve been waiting for!” Javier said in a booming voice, breaking my train of thought. I’d missed everything else he’d said over the last few minutes.

“Hell yeah. I was lookin’ forward to this,” Conrad whispered to our group. “Thought for sure they wouldn’t wait till we got back.”

A moment later the first of the fireworks lit up the sky in a mix of red, white, and blue. 

Aidan’s eyes rounded. “I’ve never seen such a display. Is it magic?”

“Nope. It’s manmade, and it’s been around for ages,” I informed him. It was amusing to see a dragon so enraptured by fireworks.

He kept his attention on the sky. “I had no idea such a display was possible—at least not at this scale and without a special spell.”

More fireworks shot into the air, including Roman candles, fountains, comets, and others I couldn’t name but recognized. Javier had gotten so many types that I wouldn’t have put it past him to have acquired the whole town’s supply. While everyone else watched, I dug into my leg harness pouch, figuring this was as good a time as any to give Aidan his Christmas present.

“Here,” I said, handing him a small box.

He furrowed his brows. “What is it?”

“Your gift.”

Aidan opened it and his face filled with pleasure. He put his hand inside the box, drawing out the solid gold armband I’d had made for him. After our trip a few weeks ago, I’d asked Phoebe what her brother might like most for a gift, and she’d suggested the armband. According to her, it was dragon custom for mates to give each other bands as a symbol of their joining in the same way that humans exchanged rings. I’d had to use almost all my credits with Javier to have it made and magically infused so it wouldn’t melt against Aidan’s skin, but it was worth it to see his reaction.

“I want you to know I’m committed to us and making our relationship work.” I lifted up on my toes and kissed him on the cheek. “I love you. You couldn’t make me happier if you tried.”

Aidan pulled me even closer. “And I love you more than you can imagine.”

We stood there for a few minutes, staring at each other as the fireworks popped and crackled in the distance. It couldn’t have been a more perfect moment. I’d worried that Christmas wouldn’t be the same without my mother and family back in Texas, not to mention the apocalypse messing the world up. In fact, it wasn’t the same, but I wouldn’t take back everything I felt right then. I had a man who loved me, I’d reunited with my long-lost father, and I had some of the best friends in the world who always had my back. I could hardly ask for more—not at that moment, anyway.

“I have something for you as well.” Aidan pulled away and held his hand out, an object from shiggara appearing on his palm. It was wrapped in a small square of red camrium cloth. “Here.”

I carefully took it from him and unfolded the cloth, gasping at what I found. A golden armband that was similar to the one I’d given him, but smaller to fit my size. “You had one made for me, too?”

“It appears we were thinking along the same lines.”

I held my arm out to him. “Put it on me.”

He clasped the armband around my bicep, fitting it just right, then stepped back to admire it. After giving him a moment, I demanded Aidan let me put his on him as well. Finally, I had a way to mark him as mine, so the female shifters would know he was taken.

“Glad to see ya’ll are makin’ it official,” Conrad said, coming closer to look at our armbands.

My father was watching us as well. He narrowed his eyes on Aidan with a warning in his gaze. “I will not stop you two from being together, but if you hurt my daughter, I will kill you.”

Aidan stiffened. “I wouldn’t hurt her for the world.”

“Good.” Wayne nodded. “Keep it that way.”

The finale for the fireworks began. We turned to watch as the sky filled with an array of bright, flashing colors. Aidan wrapped an arm around my shoulders and pulled me close. I’d thought the night was great before, but it had gotten even better—if I ignored my father’s threat.

After the fireworks were over, I looked at everyone. “Ready for hot chocolate?”

Conrad snickered. “You don’t give up, do you?”

“Nope.” It was the only thing left to top the night other than exchanging gifts with my friends and father.


 

 

 

Epilogue

 

Bailey

 

The smell of eggs and bacon stirred me from sleep. I opened my eyes to find my cheek resting on top of Aidan’s back. Neither one of us slept on our stomachs very often, but apparently, we had this time. I pulled away from him and sat up, noting something different about my bedroom. The scent of food cooking came from downstairs, and while that was strange since I was the only one who ever cooked, that wasn’t what bothered me. My gaze shot to the far corner, and I finally figured it out.

I tapped Aidan’s back. “Wake up.”

“Hmmm.” He opened one eye. “What is it?”

I pointed to the corner. “How did that get there?”

He sat up and rubbed his face before following the direction I pointed. “Oh, that. It is the stove I promised I would install in here.”

It was solid black, made out of some sort of metal other than zaphiriam. I estimated it was about three feet tall and two and a half feet wide. There was a small door on the front where we could add wood. At the top, a large stove pipe led straight up to the ceiling where the smoke could vent out through the roof. Considering the bedroom was toasty warm, it must have been burning for hours now.

“Yeah, okay. But there is no way you could have installed that without waking me up.” I gave him a confused look. “Did it magically poof into our room?” These days I wouldn’t have been surprised by much of anything.

A slow grin spread across Aidan’s face. He leaned over to the nightstand and picked up a small amulet I’d never seen before. “This had a silencing spell on it. Once I activated the charm, I had an hour to get the stove in here and installed, so I worked quickly.”

He must have gotten it from Javier or one of the sorcerers at the fortress. “How long have you been planning this?”

“For a while.” He nodded toward the stove. “Do you like it?”

“Yeah, but I’m just…amazed.”

He leaned forward and kissed me on the forehead. “Good. Merry Christmas.”

I truly loved that he hadn’t hesitated to celebrate my holiday with me, and he’d gone out of his way to make it special. How did I ever get so lucky? It was hard to believe that a little over seven months ago I’d seen him for the first time and ran away screaming.

I leaped into his arms and hugged him tightly. “Thank you, Aidan—for everything.”

“It is my pleasure.” He rubbed a hand down my back, then paused. “Is that food I smell cooking downstairs?”

“I’m surprised it took you this long to notice.”

We broke apart, and he glanced at the bedroom door. “Perhaps we should go see what infiltrator has snuck into our house and started cooking us breakfast.”

“Absolutely. We can hardly keep ignoring it.” I hopped off the bed and headed for the dresser to grab some clothes. “This person could be dangerous.”

“Very,” he agreed.

After we finished dressing and brushed our teeth, we went downstairs. My father was just laying the food out on the table. He’d already set it up with plates, silverware, and a pitcher of water.

My jaw dropped. “You did all this? Where’d you get the eggs and bacon and…are those hash browns?”

“I can’t reveal all my secrets.” Wayne disappeared into the kitchen for a moment and returned with the salt and pepper shakers. “It occurred to me recently that I’ve never had Christmas Day breakfast with my daughter. It used to be a tradition in my family before I went away, and I thought I might share it with you and…your mate.” That last part was said a little less enthusiastically.

Aidan dipped his chin in the respectful way he did for his pendragon. “I appreciate the gesture.”

Wayne waved us toward the table, and we began dishing up our plates. Everyone was quiet at first, concentrating on eating their food. I didn’t sense any tension, but it was still a little awkward eating with my father—a renowned slayer—right after I’d crawled out of bed with a dragon. It was all I could do not to sniff at the food and see if it was poisoned. Maybe my father was like that guy in The Princess Bride who’d built up a tolerance, so it didn’t matter if he ingested any, or Wayne could have used something that would only hurt Aidan. 

As the meal progressed though, everything went fine. There was no poison, only the ridiculous level of paranoia I’d developed ever since the world had collapsed around me and the rules of the universe had changed. My father had accepted Aidan for the moment, which he’d made clear. I could let myself be happy and stop worrying for at least one day.

As I scooped the last bite of eggs from my plate, Wayne gestured with his fork toward the window. “You should look outside.”

“Why?”

“You’ll see.” He went back to eating.

I got up and pushed the curtains aside. My breath started fogging the glass right away, but I couldn’t miss the snow covering the ground. We’d only gotten a couple of inches last time, but today at least half a foot had dropped already, and it was still coming down hard.

I spun around. “When did the snow start?”

“A few hours ago.”

Aidan joined me at the window, taking a look for himself. “I do not believe I’ve ever seen so much.”

“It doesn’t get that deep very often,” I said, staring out with him.

He squinted his eyes. “There is someone out there.”

“Where?”

Aidan pointed toward the north. “That way.”

I narrowed my eyes, trying to see through the falling snow, and caught movement at the edge of the woods. A man came running out of them half naked with streaks of blood covering him. As he got closer, I recognized his terrified eyes and bald head.

“That’s Ruari,” I gasped. “What’s he doing here?”

Aidan cleared his throat. “I may have forgotten to tell you that when I went to the fortress yesterday, I found out my brother agreed to officially mate with Freya, but only if they could live around here. Nanoq said they could take the house down the road from us.”

I dropped the curtain. “What?”

“I tried to talk him out of it, but he would not listen.”

“And you’re just now telling me?” I put a hand on my hip. “This is something I needed to know about right away.”

He gave me an apologetic look. “I didn’t want to ruin your holiday by telling you. I’d hoped it wouldn’t be an issue this soon.”

“Who is Ruari?” my father asked, taking his turn to peek out the window.

I gave him a brief explanation about Ruari being Aidan’s brother. “We aren’t supposed to kill him, but if he gets too annoying, I’ll be happy to help you hide the body.”

A shriek came from just outside. We raced for the front door, and I pulled it open. Ruari lay on the porch face down where he must have tripped over the icy steps. He lifted his head and reached an imploring hand out toward us.

“Please. Help me,” he begged.

A moment later, a blond woman wearing a thick camrium cloak appeared in the yard—Freya. “I’m so sorry to have disturbed you,” she said, speaking in a sweet lilting voice. “I’ll just collect my mate, and we’ll be on our way.”

I lifted a brow. “Did he make you angry again?”

“Don’t…listen to her.” Ruari’s teeth had begun to chatter, and he was turning blue. “You must…give me asylum.”

I considered pointing out that the Geneva Conventions or any other pertinent international laws didn’t apply at my house, or anywhere else these days, but I doubted he would have understood what I meant.

“He insulted my cooking,” Freya explained, outraged.

“What does that have to do with anything?” my father asked, staring at Ruari in horror.

I coughed. “It’s a long story I’ll explain later, but let’s just say we don’t need to feel sorry for Aidan’s brother. Ruari is just learning about karma.”

“I could kill them both if you’d like,” Wayne offered.

“No.” I shook my head. “Letting them live will be more entertaining in the long run, and Ruari will suffer more this way.” Seeing Aidan’s brother on my porch, shaking and turning colors while his beautiful mate scared him to death was worth the trouble I might have in the future. Of course, I might change my mind later.

Wayne stepped away from the door for a moment and returned with a handful of bacon. He tossed it toward the yard where it landed on the snow. “Go fetch, dragon, and leave us alone.”

Ruari caught the scent. His yellow eyes brightened, and he scurried after the bacon like a deranged man who hadn’t eaten in a week. What had Freya done to him in the couple of days since we’d last seen them? I couldn’t decide if I should laugh or be worried.

“You’re so bad,” I told my father.

He shrugged. “If I can’t kill them, then I can at least taunt them.”

I leaned outside and waved at Ruari and Freya. “Have a merry Christmas!” Then I slammed the door and turned to my father. “Got some more hot chocolate?”

“Coming right up.” He left for the kitchen.

Aidan and I headed toward the living room so he could get warm again after feeling the chill air from outside. As we sat in front of the fireplace together, I wondered what our future might bring and hoped we’d have many more happy holidays to come.
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Dragon Language Glossary

 

Alefire: Thick and potent ale with a spicy aftertaste that the dragons drink (more than two mugs will make them drunk).

Bitkal: Ritual which decides who will become the next pendragon.

Camrium: Leather or suede-like clothing worn by shifters and the humans living with them that is fireproof and spelled with magic for protection.

Cryas: Soul.

Dijis: Attack.

Fushka (pl.- fushkan): Fool, idiot.

Galus: Die/be dead

Jakhal: The clan seat of power—their capital.

Kederrawien: Dimension the dragons lived in for the past thousand years.

Misann/Misanna: Beloved one.

Petroes: Dragonflies (not the ones native to earth) who only come for a short period each summer. They can breathe tiny flames that will harm humans much like being sunburned.

Shifitt: Dragon curse word similar to damn or shit.

Shiggara: Stasis or limbo (an invisible place for dragons to store a small amount of supplies).

Stinguise: A foul smelling juice that can temporarily cover up other scents.

Sude camria: Black Camria, the plant used to manufacture the garments worn by dragon shifters while in human form. The end result can have a leather or suede-like appearance, depending on the process used to weave the cloth together.

Toriq (pl.- toriqan): Clan/Tribe.

Zaphiriam: A fire-proof metal with qualities similar to steel that dragons use to forge weaponry. It is black with red veins running through it.

Zishkat: Dragon dung.

Zorya: The dragon goddess.
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Shape-shifter clans:

Taugud- Clan in mid-western U.S. (southeast Oklahoma) that Aidan belongs to.

Straegud- Clan in eastern U.S.

Craegud- Clan in western U.S.

Faegud- Clan in north/northeast Texas with a mixture of pure and shape-shifter dragons.

 

Pure dragon clans:

Shadowan- Dragon clan in Oklahoma that holds the northeast part of the state, as well as parts of Arkansas and Kansas.

Thamaran- Dragon clan in Oklahoma that holds the west side of the state and the Texas panhandle.

Bogaran- Dragon clan that holds the southern half of Arkansas

Ghastanan- Dragon clan in Texas that holds the central portion, including Dallas.
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