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      Just when things can’t get any worse, they do.

      My bestie’s been kidnapped and I’m desperate to find her…but my inability to sprout wings like my dragon shifter guys means we have to adopt a more mundane form of flight. We just have one more important task to complete before we can hop on a plane and follow the kidnapper’s trail to Romania.

      With that accomplished, I have time to stew and fret over Zoe, but my guys do their best to keep me distracted until our flight boards. One in particular.

      After a deeply passionate encounter with Ash, I feel more connected to him than ever. So why is he pulling away and shutting me out? All I know is whatever bug flew up his butt better not get in the way of rescuing Zoe or there will be hell to pay.
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        * * *

      

      The Flame of the Dragon’s Heart is Book 3 in the Harem of Fire series.

      Don’t miss the FREE PREQUEL, The Glow of the Dragon’s Heart, on your favorite ebook retailer.
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      The air hung thick with the heavenly scent of fried chicken and crisp, syrupy waffles at Roscoe’s House of Chicken and Waffles on Friday morning. The Novak brothers — Kellum, Danic and Ryen — and I had waited in line for almost thirty minutes to snag a booth in our new favorite eatery. As it turned out, no matter the time or day, Roscoe’s always had a line. It was a Los Angeles institution.

      It still blew my mind that this small, slightly run-down restaurant had been happily serving up true soul food for decades before we discovered its existence, just down the street from Maximus Investigations. We’d all become huge fans overnight, which is no doubt why my boys had brought me here. They were trying to distract me with food. Not a bad idea, and while I appreciated their chivalrous attempt to keep my mind off my troubles, nothing could distract me enough to forget my best friend had been kidnapped by enemies intent on killing me.

      “Favor, you okay?”

      I blinked and looked up from the stain on the tabletop that had held my attention for who knows how long. Kellum and Danic stared at me from across the table, while Ryen nudged me gently with his elbow.

      “Yeah, fine,” I mumbled, forcing something that I hoped would resemble a smile onto my face.

      “You don’t look okay,” Danic said.

      “Thanks.”

      He sputtered for a moment, then clamped his lips tight in a grim frown. “You know what I mean.”

      I sighed and let my head fall against the back of the booth. When would I learn that it was all but impossible to hide my feelings from them? My connection with Max’s great-nephews — especially the three surrounding me, mainly due to the fact I’d slept with them — had strengthened over the last couple of weeks to the point they could not only read my body language and expressions, but they also sensed my general emotional state. Thank god they couldn’t read my actual thoughts.

      Yet.

      “I’m just worried about Zoe,” I finally admitted with a guilt-laden sigh. “I keep thinking about the other day after class, when she learned dragons exist. She was so deep in denial that even the prospect of talking to me upset her so much she practically ran me over to get away. I figured she just needed some time to process it all, but I was wrong. I should have gone after her. If I had, maybe I could have stopped Titus and his merry band of assholes from snatching her.”

      Kellum reached across the table and covered my hand with his. My spirits lifted incrementally, but I knew I’d never be genuinely happy until my best friend was safe. A bonus would be for her to forgive me, but that mattered a whole lot less than her survival.

      “Favor, you can’t hold yourself accountable for the actions of the jadokari. They serve evil.”

      “I thought they served whatshisname…Vazha. That wizard guy.”

      “He was a mage, but close enough,” Kellum corrected. “And he was about as evil as they come.”

      I shook my head. “I still don’t understand why they still serve a dead man.”

      He shrugged. “They’re fanatics, just like any other cult, religious or otherwise. Doesn’t matter if their leader has proven himself to be a total asshole by anyone’s standards, he’s their guy and anyone who tries to talk sense into them is the enemy.”

      “At least we took out four of them,” Danic growled, craning his neck to see if our food was on its way.

      “Especially Titus, the worst of the bunch,” Ryen said. “May he not rest in peace.”

      The light dancing in his eyes made it clear he was recalling when he and the rest of my boys banded together to bring down the Romanian dragon who’d murdered my parents, and presumably countless others. His fiery demise felt like a hollow victory to me, a terrible trade-off for losing Zoe Walsman.

      I couldn’t help reliving the moment a fifth dragon had flown into the clouds with Zoe before anyone could stop him. The horror I felt watching as my best friend since childhood screamed my name and fought against the talons of the enemy would never leave me. Even if — no, when — we rescued her, I’d carry that blackness in my heart forever.

      Zoe should have been in Accounting 101 at that very moment, planning her assault on the coming weekend’s parties. Now she was in the clutches of some crazy dragons, and I could barely sit still from wanting to fly to Romania immediately to start the search for her. As Danic looked for our food, I kept a sharp eye on the door.

      “Where are they?” I muttered.

      “They’ll be here,” Kellum said, his tone meant to be reassuring.

      I shook my head, finally giving words to one of my many worries. “It’s been too long. They should have been back by now. Are you sure they haven’t texted?”

      We all checked our phones. No such luck. I kept my eye on the door, willing the Campbell twins to appear in the crowded doorway. Sad as it sounds, my quickly developing dragon keeper skills did not include manifesting two handsome dragons at will. I could have tried calling to them, but since I hadn’t been intimate with either of them, I was pretty sure we wouldn’t be able to communicate like I could with their cousins. Besides, they were on a very important mission and I didn’t want to interrupt them.

      “Don’t worry, Party Favor,” Ryen said, rubbing a little of the tension out of my neck. “Ash and Hale wouldn’t dream of missing breakfast, especially when Kellum is buying.”

      “Hey!” Kellum scowled at his brother good-naturedly.

      “But how long could it take for them to find this guli thing? They left last night, and Ventura County is less than two hours away by car, half that flying. What if—”

      “Stop,” Kellum interrupted. “Don’t catastrophize, okay? You’ll just drive yourself crazy with ‘what ifs.’ The fact is that Titus and three of his goons are dead. The last one flew off with Zoe, and as painful as that is, at least we know he won’t be lurking around some burned-down shack on the edge of a strawberry field. He’s long gone, which leaves Ash and Hale as safe as two bugs in a rug.”

      “I dunno,” Danic said, growling as a waiter hurried past our booth with a massive tray of food. “I still don’t understand why we’re waiting for some trinket. We should just hop a plane to Europe as soon as possible. Ash and Hale can fly over once they find the Dragon’s Heart.”

      That’s exactly what my own heart wanted to do, but as antsy as I was, we had to wait. “Because that’s what Max told me to do in my last vision of him.”

      “But why?”

      Ryen snorted. “Yeah, Uncle Max is a pro at doling out commands. Explaining his reasoning, not so much.”

      “I just wish that for once in my life things would make sense,” I said with a miserable sigh. “I can’t even imagine how it would feel to understand what’s really going on.”

      “I’m going to let you in on a little secret, Favor,” Kellum said, leaning forward and looking around like he was about to lay down some ancient dragon wisdom. I leaned in so I wouldn’t miss a word. “Nobody knows what’s going on. Everybody is confused and lost and bumping into each other. We’re all just trying to make sense of a world that doesn’t follow the rules we make up for it.”

      “Thanks, Confucius,” Ryen said, giving voice to my frustration at his motivational poster nonsense.

      “I’d like to think Max has some idea of how everything’s supposed to work out,” I said. “Then again, he doesn’t even know how to send a text message, so I might be expecting too much from him. It feels like a waste of time to look for the Dragon’s Heart when Zoe’s in danger.”

      “They won’t hurt her,” Danic said, his gaze solid and sure.

      “How can you possibly know that?” I wanted to be as certain as them, I truly did, but my fear kept bringing me back to all the terrifying possibilities.

      “She’s more valuable to them alive and healthy,” he answered. “They may be lunatics, but they’re smart enough to know Zoe is the key to capturing you, and thereby capturing Max. Without Zoe, they don’t have any leverage.”

      Ryen slid his fingers between mine and squeezed. “Don’t worry, she’s more valuable to them alive.”

      “Alive isn’t the same thing as safe. They could still be hurting her. Torturing her, even. Would any of you put it past the jadokari?” Not one of them would meet my gaze. “At the very least, she must be scared out of her wits.”

      Tears of rage and guilt and fear and desperation burned my eyes. I sniffed them back, trying not to let them see how upset I was — not that it mattered. No doubt they felt it.

      “If only they knew what you did to the last guy who messed with your best friend,” Ryen teased gently, giving me a wink that made me smile.

      I hadn’t thought about good ol’ Chadwick Von Dystryl for a while. I’d broken his jaw, dislocated his shoulder, and pretty much beaten the shit out of him after he’d roofied Zoe at a nightclub. I still had no clue how I’d managed the slightly superhuman feat, but the memory of the fear in his eyes as I threatened to inflict even more damage if he ever did it again broadened my smile.

      Ryen leaned over and pressed his warm lips against mine. My body reacted instantly, despite the stress I was under. Images of us making love the night before — twice! — flooded my brain, and his kiss became more insistent. I broke away, trying to catch my breath and ignore my body’s need for comfort, no matter what form it came in.

      I shot a nervous glance to Ryen’s brothers, but they simply exchanged wry smirks. It still blew my mind they all seemed so content with sharing me. No drama, no fighting, no jealousy. Our group dynamic flew in the face of everything I’d ever seen or heard about love triangles — or hexagons, in this case. I kept waiting for the other shoe to drop, for one of the nephews to suddenly puff up in a fit of jealous rage and start a potentially fatal fight. But so far, it was all smooth sailing. I couldn’t believe this was my life. Not only did I live in a beautiful, crazy city full of dragons and magic, but I was falling in love with five of them.

      My heart skipped a beat when the thought passed through my head, but I knew it was true. I genuinely loved each of the five nephews. I had already been intimate with the Novak brothers, and that had served to strengthen the bond between us. If not for the fact that Max was AWOL, Zoe had been kidnapped, Ash and Hale were MIA, and there was a weir of ferocious Eastern European dragons out to get us, my life would be picture perfect.

      As if on cue, the Campbell twins strolled through the front door and sauntered over to our booth, shit-eating grins on their faces. We made room for them to sit next to us, and as soon as he sat, Hale said, “We found it!”

      “I found it,” Ash corrected, his smile faltering slightly.

      My boys high-fived each other in triumph, but after everything that had happened, I needed proof. “Let’s see it then.”

      Ash’s eyes narrowed. “What, you don’t trust us?”

      Good lord, why did guys have to be so testy? “Of course, I trust you, but I’m the only one here who’s actually seen the thing, remember?”

      The others turned expectant gazes on him, so he finally relented. Digging in the pocket of his jeans, he pulled it out and set an object in the middle of the table. It looked nothing like the thing Max had hidden in the toilet tank. I had stuffed a clear-ish blob the size of a grapefruit in my backpack that fateful day. What lay before me basically looked like a rock someone had picked up on the beach. Gray granite in the rough shape of a heart.

      “What’s that?” I asked, looking at them both.

      They exchanged a confused glance. “The Dragon’s Heart,” Hale answered.

      “No, that’s not it,” I said, shaking my head.

      Their expressions fell as we stared at the rock. I picked it up, the smoothness of it surprising me. Then I felt something else. A faint pulsing, in tune with my own heartbeat. Now that felt familiar. A wave of nausea swept over me, and before I lost whatever was in my empty stomach, I set it back down quickly.

      “My bad,” I said, swallowing hard and shoving it away toward Ash. “That’s it. That’s the Dragon’s Heart. Or as Titus called it, the guli. It doesn’t look the same though. It used to be a big block of clear acrylic or something. That thing must have been inside it.”

      Ash quickly scooped it up and shoved it deep into his pocket. “You mean like a mosquito encased in amber?”

      “Yeah, like that. Only it was white and cloudy. Not clear and golden like amber.”

      “Was it exceptionally hard material?” Kellum asked, a frown line digging into his brow.

      “Very.”

      “Sounds almost like…” he started, then stopped. He hesitated and glanced at the others before continuing. “Sounds like that rock was encased in a dragon’s tear.”

      “A what?” I asked as Ash chuckled and rolled his eyes.

      “Sure, Kellum,” he said. “And it was delivered by Santa Claus, right?”

      While Kellum looked troubled, the others looked confused. Except Ash, he just looked fed up.

      “I don’t get it,” I admitted. “What are you talking about?”

      “Dragon tears are a legend in our world,” explained Danic. “Like Santa Claus.”

      “Or the Dragon Mother,” Hale added.

      “Or hobbits,” Ryen said, grinning.

      Kellum waved them down. “Whether it’s a myth or not, legend has it that a dragon tear can only be formed by an extraordinarily powerful dragon who suffers some kind of devastating loss.”

      “And they look like blobs of Lucite?” I asked.

      “No idea,” Danic said, his eyes lighting up as he looked past us toward the kitchen’s pass bar.

      “Never saw one before,” Ryen added at the same time.

      Ash laughed, shaking his head. “That’s because they don’t exist. Duh.”

      Our waiter appeared at the table’s edge, two massive trays loaded with plates balanced on his arm. Danic practically drooled in anticipation. I grabbed a bottle of Tabasco from the condiment caddy and tried to be patient as the waiter doled out the meals. My stomach growled so loudly as a plate of chicken and waffles slid in front of me that Ryen laughed. Ironic, since our night of athletic lovemaking had given me a ravenous appetite.

      To my surprise, the waiter gave me a bashful, flirty smile, before Danic and Ryen growled softly, and he scurried away. All discussion ceased as we tucked into our food. Honestly, I was surprised I could choke down anything, but there was something about having all five of my boys with me that helped me feel whole and healed. I needed that if I had any hope of getting Zoe back.
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      “Oh, god, I think my food baby just kicked.”

      Danic stopped mid-stride across the parking lot and clutched his distended stomach, moaning like he was in pain instead of ecstasy. A couple of people standing in the long line to get in shot him envious looks.

      “Maybe next time you won’t order seconds before you’ve finished the first plate of food,” Hale said as he gave his burly and overstuffed cousin a shove toward our cars.

      “Hey, you don’t know my life,” Danic growled.

      “Yeah,” Ryen said, clapping his brother on the back, “Danic’s a growing boy. If he keeps eating his weight in waffles, maybe one day he’ll be as tall as Kellum.”

      Ryen easily dodged Danic’s slow, lumbering ball slap, dancing away like he was Muhammad Ali. He grinned all the way to his SUV, taunting his brother. Under any other circumstance, I might have laughed, but I was far too tense and worried about Zoe to find humor in much of anything.

      “What time’s our flight again?” I asked, mostly to focus everyone on what was really important.

      “Eight-twenty,” Kellum replied quickly. “If we all pack carry-ons, we can bypass bag check and hop into the security line as soon as we get to LAX.”

      That sobered everyone up pretty quickly. I already knew what I was packing — precious little.

      “Now we just need to address the ugly little elephant in the room,” Ryen said, unlocking his rig.

      “Huh?” Danic asked, obviously still a little bogged down by his double helping of chicken and waffles.

      Ryen jerked his head toward Ash, whose hand slipped down to cover the small bulge in his jeans pocket. I stepped forward, stretching out my hand, palm up.

      “I’ll take it.”

      Ash frowned. “What, you don’t trust me to take care of it?”

      What a dork! “Yeah, you’re such a snake in the grass,” I said, rolling my eyes. “No, it’s just that I promised Max I’d keep it safe.”

      “Wouldn’t be the first promise to Max you broke,” Ash snorted, crossing his arms.

      I blinked in surprise at the odd accusation. “Excuse me?”

      He glanced at the others, a smile playing on his lips. “We wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t.”

      Of course! Uncle Max had all but forbidden me from ever speaking with his great-nephews, but I’d been forced to when he went AWOL and I needed help on a case. As much as I hated to admit it, Ash had a point.

      “Touché,” I said, pushing my hand even closer. “Still, he’d have a shit-fit if he knew you were carrying it around in your pocket.”

      He shuffled backward a half-step and shook his head. “Max wouldn’t have sent us to find it if it weren’t important, and most likely dangerous, if it was originally encased in a dragon’s tear.”

      “I thought you didn’t believe in dragon’s tears,” Kellum pointed out with a jaunty lift of one eyebrow.

      “Whatever. At the very least, we know it’s what Titus and his buddies were after. I’m not willing to put you at risk.” Ash shot the others pointed looks. “Are you guys?”

      They all shook their heads, but I jumped in before anyone else could add their two cents. “I appreciate that, but I’m already the primary target for the jadokari.”

      “Even more reason to keep you and it separated,” Ash argued. “How about I store it in my safe?”

      “Hmm, interesting,” Hale said, rubbing his chin. “That’s a good idea, actually.”

      My gaze bounced between them. “Why?”

      “Because Ash has a top-of-the-line safe,” Kellum answered, nodding his approval.

      Ash cocked his eyebrow at me. “I mean, it’s not a Döttling, but yeah. It’s bad-ass.”

      Ryen leaned toward me and lifted a hand to his mouth, as if he was whispering something secret to me, even though he said it loud enough for everyone walking along Pico Boulevard to hear. “Ash is a nerd for safes.”

      “And where do you keep your valuables, cuz?” Ash shot back. “Your underwear drawer?”

      “Hey, if my underwear are good enough for my family jewels, they’re good enough for my hoard.”

      Ash shook his head and headed for his ridiculous Nissan Titan, painted a retina-searing shade of yellow with vinyl flames flickering along the hood and down the sides. Not particularly subtle for a dragon shifter, but his twin brother’s was even worse.

      Hale’s “Dragon Wagon” was also a Titan, but it had been completely wrapped in a vinyl graphic that looked like scales, with wings along the sides and a dragon’s face on the hood. Thank god they hadn’t taken either truck to Ventura County to search for the Heart or some cop might have arrested them for visual pollution.

      Moving past Hale, I headed for the truck’s passenger side. Everyone stopped in their tracks and stared at me.

      “What?” I returned their surprised looks.

      “Aren’t you coming with us?” Ryen asked.

      “No, I’m going with Ash. I want to watch him put it in his safe. It probably sounds dumb, but I just know Max is going to ask me if the Heart thingie is safe, and I want to be able to honestly tell him it is. You know how he is.”

      “That we do,” Kellum agreed. “Sounds like a solid plan. Hale, you can ride with us. Ash, after you lock up that thing, you can take Favor back to Aunt Shirley’s to pack. We’ll meet up later to head to the airport.”

      I couldn’t read Ash’s expression, but he didn’t object. Hale took my place in Ryen’s rig and we went our separate ways. As we trundled toward the Silver Lake area, Ash gave me a curious look.

      “I don’t think we’ve ever been alone before.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you without Hale before,” I shot back with a wry smile.

      He chuckled and nodded, tension easing from his shoulders as he drove. “True enough, but it sure is nice to have some one-on-one time with you.”

      Heat crept up my cheeks as visions of us in some seriously one-on-one positions popped into my head unbidden. The Campbell twins had been the last of Max’s great-nephews that I’d met, and the moment they entered Maximus Investigations, our world had literally shifted. At the time, we’d all thought it was an earthquake, but I suspected it was our deep connection that had rocked our world and knocked me out cold.

      A curious thought wormed its way into my brain, wondering what would happen if I slept with all of them. But that was impossible. I had to be the dragon keeper to one of them, I just had to be. We shared too tight of a bond for one of them not to be. And since dragons and their keepers never have romantic relationships, that only left Ash or Hale.

      “So how was your trip to Ventura?” I asked, desperate to change subjects so I didn’t jump him right there in the middle of traffic. “Did you have any trouble?”

      “Surprisingly, no. The fire had long been extinguished, so only a pile of soggy ashes remained by the time the fire crews were through with it. The property owner obviously hadn’t brought anyone in to clean it up yet, if they ever will. My guess is they’ll leave it to ‘fertilize’ that patch of ground.”

      A chill rippled down my arms recalling the horrible dragon battle that had ended in the death of the man we’d been trying to track down. Kellum had taken on the responsibility of shifting back into his dragon form and returning Enoch Trinkas’s body to his brother, Bertram. The unexpected pain I’d felt over the man’s passing had only eased a fraction, which I found odd since I hadn’t even known the guy, much less liked him.

      Shaking away the distressing memories, I kicked off my shoes and propped my feet up on the dash, relaxing into the comfy bench seat. While I deeply loved the seventh-hand Cadillac Max and Shirley had given to me, ancient luxury seats still couldn’t compare to the plushness of a new car. And the radio could probably tune in to more than just a single ranchera station. Hell, with its Bluetooth capabilities, it could play anything.

      Ash’s gaze skimmed my outstretched legs, heating up the rest of my body. The last time I’d been in Ash’s truck, we’d been on our way to Ventura to find Enoch, and I’d shared a touching moment with the twins when we held hands. It had been such a sweet, innocent moment, filled with delicious promise. Of course, that had been a million years ago, before Enoch had died, Max had gone missing, and Zoe had been taken.

      Clearing my throat in hopes it would clear the fog of desire that had come over me, I asked, “So the Dragon's Heart was just lying there in the rubble, waiting for you to find it?”

      He chuckled as he weaved in and out of traffic like a born-and-bred Angeleno. “Not hardly. We spent most of the night sifting through a lot of ash.”

      The pause caught my attention, but only when I caught his smirk did I get the joke. “Oh god, very punny. I can’t believe you went there, Ash.”

      “I apologize for nothing,” he said with a grin. “Anyway, we dug around all damn night, which wasn’t nearly as much fun as it sounds. After the sun finally rose above the hills, I finally caught a glint of red and found it. Thank god there was an irrigation spigot nearby so we could wash ourselves off and put on the clothes we’d brought with us before the farmhand drove by.”

      “Did he ask what you were doing there?”

      Ash snorted in amazement. “No. If you can believe it, he stopped to see if we needed any help.”

      I gawked at him for a second. “Wow, that’s not what would have happened down here. You would have been lucky to escape without several bullet holes in your hide.”

      “Right? But this guy was chatty and friendly. Told us the fire department declared a gas explosion had been the cause of the fire.”

      “That’s a familiar theme, if I recall.”

      “It’s humans’ favorite way to explain away mysterious explosions,” he confirmed.

      The ever-present Southern California sun hit the highlights in his short blond hair and made his green eyes almost luminous. As stressed and anxious as I felt, I also couldn’t help being drawn to him physically. I shook the thought out of my head. I needed to focus, even though our flight didn’t leave until tonight and nothing could speed that up.

      “I really appreciate you doing that for me,” I said, trying not to look at him all gooey. “I know it was a pain. Honestly, I don’t think I could have managed it, even with help. I was wrecked last night. So…thanks.”

      Tension grew thick between us, but it was the good kind. The naughty kind. A sweet torturous itch you can’t wait to scratch and want to last forever. He lifted an eyebrow as his emerald gaze captured mine.

      “It just so happens we’re headed to a place where you could thank me properly. Just sayin’.”

      His boldness surprised me. Going from hand-holding to a blatant proposition was a major leap, but I couldn’t deny his comment sent a thrill through me. When he reached over and laid a hand on my knee, my head nearly popped right off. Returning his sultry smile, I rested my hand on his as it slowly slid up my thigh.

      “Why, Mr. Campbell, how forward of you,” I cooed, like a demure Southern belle.

      His gaze turned heated, sparks of neon flashing in the irises, and when he spoke, his voice took on a thick, gravelly tone. “You didn’t think I’d let the Novaks have all the fun, did you?”

      Need rushed through me at his possessiveness, which was accentuated by his roaming hand. After all the time I’d spent with him, I never expected this side of him. Almost…feral.

      I liked it.

      Fingers dipped between my legs, diving deeper, claiming me despite the thick material of my jeans blocking him from going any farther. Still, I tingled and throbbed with anticipation of what some alone time with Ash might look like. All I knew was if we stayed in his truck much longer, the commuters who passed us would get one helluva show.

      Thank god he pulled into the parking lot of a totally respectable apartment building when he did, because I’d been about to ride him like a race horse. The few moments it took for him to open my door barely gave me enough time to regain some semblance of control. Of course, when my fingers slipped into his hand, all bets were off. I ground my teeth and envisioned the members of the elder council — especially Elder Bob, who bore a remarkable resemblance to George Washington — prancing around their secret chamber naked. It was a sight no one wanted to see and helped me make it up to his apartment without embarrassing myself or him.

      As soon as he opened the door, he hurried away from me and into the depths of the apartment. It wasn’t as spacious as Ryen’s but tastefully decorated in a minimalist, executive style. Lots of grays and blacks and whites. I closed the door behind me and went looking for him, taking my time so I could get a grip on my crazy libido.

      I found him in what looked like a guest room-slash-study, bent over in front of closed safe punching numbers into a digital keypad. The expensive-looking unit was almost as tall as him and as wide as Danic, and sat tucked into a closet, taking up every inch of space inside. But it wasn’t the safe that captured my attention — Ash’s tight ass took center stage. Until he stood up and caught me staring.

      “I apologize for nothing,” I said, throwing his words back at him with a smile.

      He barked out a laugh as he spun a spoked wheel and tugged open the massively reinforced door. I wasn’t sure what to expect inside such an impressive safe, but nothing could have prepared me for what I saw.

      “It’s…empty.” I gaped at him, then peered into the depths of the safe, to make sure I wasn’t missing anything.

      “Keen observation. You’re a born P.I., Favor.”

      I poked his ribs and elicited a yelp for my trouble. “I just expected… Why do you have a safe if you have nothing to keep safe?”

      He dug into his pocket and pulled out the sparkling stone. “I do now.”

      I watched intently as he laid the Dragon’s Heart on the top shelf inside the safe. We stared at it together, as if it might jump out on its own. Then he closed the door, pressed a button and spun the wheel.

      I sighed, a weight lifted off my shoulders. “Thank god that’s taken care—”

      Before I could finish, Ash grabbed me by the hips, spun me around and pinned me against the wall next to the safe. His lips claimed mine and all thoughts of mysterious objects, missing friends and impending flights to foreign countries fled from my mind.
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      My body reacted to Ash’s touch on pure instinct. With each kiss, stroke, nibble, I arched into his mouth, fingers, teeth. Wanting more. Needing it as much as I needed air to breathe and food to eat.

      A deep rumble worked its way up from the depths of him as he devoured my mouth, leaving me breathless and helpless. His tongue dove deep to attack mine with a ferocity that startled me.

      Who was this guy? The Ash I knew was sweet and funny and a little bit nerdy. He wasn’t an alpha male who took what he wanted, damn the consequences. But this Ash, the one with his tongue in my mouth and his hand under my shirt, certainly was.

      And I liked it.

      I responded to his boldness by relinquishing all semblance of control. I needed this release. I needed a break from the stress of my life. I needed to be taken and made to forget all my troubles. And apparently Ash was the perfect man for the job.

      This realization surprised me because, come on…Danic was the obvious choice to be the domineering alpha type. Yet he’d been gentle and giving when we’d made love, nothing like the ferocity Ash rained down on me with each demanding caress.

      His hand burrowed under my bra and found my nipple, drawing a hiss of delight from me. He took that opportunity to nip his way along my jaw to my ear. His hot breath sent a spike of desire straight to my core and I pressed my hips against his, pulling his ass tighter to me so I could better feel his hardness in the spot I needed.

      His own breath faltered when I did that, so I did it again. And again. The growl I earned sent a shiver across my overheated flesh and I dug my nails into his jeans-clad butt.

      With a groan, he spun me around roughly, so my hands pressed against the wall for support, as his roamed my body freely. First my back, down to my ass, up my belly to my breasts. He brushed my hair away from my neck and dove in for a taste that thrilled me.

      To show him exactly how much I wanted him, I pressed my ass against the increasingly rigid bulge in his pants. His left hand pulled my hips tighter to him, then slipped below my waistband. My jeans had a touch of Lycra for that perfect body-hugging fit, which allowed his hand enough room to slip under my panties.

      I gasped when he touched my clit, then cried out as he worked his fingers in and out and around. I ground against his left hand as he pinched my nipple with his right and flicked at my earlobe with his tongue. The man knew how to play me like a fiddle!

      “I’m going to fuck you, Favor,” he breathed in my ear, nearly making me come on the spot. “Hard and fast.”

      “Ungh,” I moaned, too focused on the magic his hands were creating to worry about speaking coherently.

      He strummed me to a fever pitch, and as every muscle in my body contracted, I writhed against him, begging him to take me — with my actions, if not with the words I couldn’t seem to find.

      My nails dug into the paint on the wall as my core tightened and tensed, until I wondered if I might constrict into a black hole of wanton need. In a burst of bright light and sparkling fireworks, my body launched itself into the stratosphere.

      Time and space lost all meaning as I soared through the heavens, searching for Ash’s soul, his inner spark. I caught a whiff of his cinnamony scent, but before I could locate it, Ash hoisted me in his arms and carried me to his bedroom. It might as well have been a cardboard box for all I cared. The only thing I knew was that I wanted him inside me.

      Now.

      Ash dumped me unceremoniously on the bed and started tearing his clothes from his body, heedless of popping buttons and ripping seams. I stared up at him, helpless, as my body continued convulsing from what he’d just done to me. When his cock sprang free from his jeans, my mouth watered. I longed to take him between my lips, to see if he tasted as cinnamony as he smelled, but the moment I reached for him, he pushed my hand away.

      “Strip,” he commanded, the fire flashing neon in his green eyes.

      I smiled up at him, but his stare remained firm and hot and needy. This wasn’t playtime, that look said. This was serious business.

      Without a word, I pulled my shirt over my head and tossed it on the floor. Laying back on the bed, I unzipped and started to slowly shimmy out of my jeans in an attempt to tantalize him, but Ash wasn’t having any of it.

      With an impatient huff, he reached down, tore off my shoes, then grabbed the cuffs of my jeans and yanked them off in one hard tug. The fabric left rub marks on the tender flesh of my thighs, burning just enough to make my skin tingle. The pain was mild but the pleasure intense.

      He stared at me for a long moment, his eyes drinking in my matching panty and bra set before tearing both off me quickly and efficiently and deliciously painfully. He dropped the shredded items on the floor, then his upper lip curled back.

      “Get on your knees,” he snarled, and there was nothing more I wanted to do than obey him.

      I pulled the pillow under my chest, waiting for whatever he had planned. The bed dipped as he took his position behind me. Then…nothing.

      As the seconds ticked by, I wondered what he was waiting for. I clutched the pillow, desperate for him to do something. Then he did.

      Without warning, without so much as a “by your leave,” Ash plunged into my waiting and very wet entrance, drawing a cry of surprise from me.

      My eyes flew open as he filled me to the breaking point, then pounded into me furiously, as though I was being punished for being a very naughty girl. Once past the initial surprise, I met each and every thrust until we found a frantic rhythm that brought us both to the precipice.

      As his right hand held my hip for purchase, his left hand snaked around and found my clit again. His fingers played me as his cock thickened inside me. I buried my face in the pillow and bit down hard.

      “You’re so fucking tight,” he growled, as the precision of his strokes wound my body tighter and tighter.

      He hammered into me so fast, all I could do was hold onto the pillow for support. I never expected this domineering side to Ash, but as he fucked me senseless, I wanted so much more.

      His fingers left my pussy and buried themselves in my hair. One stiff tug and my head jerked back as I gasped from sensory overload. The pain felt sweet and hot, tightening my nipples in response. The rest of me tightened right along with them. Every inch of flesh combusted as I tightened around him, my walls clutching at him in desperation.

      The room was filled with breathy gasps and hungry grunts, the sounds of seriously primal love. I could have gone on like that for much longer, but when Ash’s thumb stroked my tight back entry as he continued his onslaught on my pussy, my body couldn’t hold back.

      I bellowed into the pillow as I exploded like a supernova. I bucked and flailed against him, any cogent thought chased from my brain by my body’s biological imperative to get my rocks off. Then Ash roared his own ecstasy and the world around me ceased to exist.

      Our souls coiled around each other in the smoky recesses of my psyche, embedding a small bit of each of us in the other, knowing our lives would always been inexorably entwined for all eternity. Pulse after pulse drove us into infinity and back, until he released me and we collapsed into a pile of slick, heaving flesh.

      Ash ended up cuddled behind me, one hand reaching around to claim a breast as he drifted off into a deep slumber. I listened to his steady breathing for a long time, marveling at his unexpected domination. He’d hidden it so well.

      Soon, my eyelids grew heavy and I focused on his heart beating in time with mine, like we were two parts of one cosmic machine. As I drifted off, a third heartbeat joined ours in the exact same rhythm. I knew what it was, but how the sound could escape the Fort Knox-security of Ash’s safe eluded me.
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      A half-snore, half-snort woke me out of a deep, blissful sleep. Where the hell was I? My sleepy eyes glanced around the sleek decor of the room, but it was the warm ache between my thighs that reminded me I was in Ash’s bed. I stretched languidly, reveling in the feel of his body next to me, then a cold bucket of guilt washed over me. Zoe was being held captive by murderous dragons, and here I lay, snuggled up to a very sexy, very naked man.

      Then a flash of panic gripped my heart. I hadn’t meant to fall asleep — hell, I hadn’t even meant to sleep with Ash. It all had just…happened. But the light streaming in through the windows chased away the last remnants of slumber and reminded me we had hours to go before our flight was scheduled to leave.

      Rolling onto my other side, I faced Ash. To the untrained eye, he was the spitting image of his twin. Except for the hair. Where Hale wore his longer, like a cute California surfer dude, Ash kept his high and tight. That was the easiest way to tell them apart, but anyone who knew them well could distinguish them without a second glance.

      Ash stood a hair taller than Hale, his face was slightly broader, and he had the most intriguing scar on his upper lip. He leaned a little more to the brainy side of the spectrum, where Hale seemed more artistic and sensitive. Hale also sported a single fleck of forest green in his right eye, while Ash’s were a lovely solid green.

      And they were staring back at me.

      Pure love and affection flowed from him and I couldn’t stop a smile from tugging at my lips. The most delightful tingle wriggled down my torso when I recalled how he’d taken charge during our lovemaking, totally out of the blue. His normal brainy and goofy persona belied his animalistic side in the bedroom. Not that I was complaining. In fact, the control he had exerted over me helped to distract me from the myriad worries that plagued me.

      A wrinkle formed in his otherwise smooth brow and he reached up to brush the back of his knuckles down my cheek. “We’ll find her, Favor,” he whispered, picking up on my anxiety without me having to say a word. “I promise.”

      I snuggled into his embrace and breathed in his slightly spicy scent. It wasn’t quite cinnamon but close. Maybe more like chili powder? I couldn’t put my finger on it and didn’t care either way what smell it resembled. Now it just smelled like home to me.

      He held me for a long time, or at least it seemed like a long time. It could have been forever, and it wouldn’t have been long enough, but when he kissed the top of my head, I knew what was coming next.

      “We’d better get going,” he murmured into my hair. “We both need to pack.”

      “Do we have to?” I whined into his chest, resisting his efforts to pull away.

      “Trust me, leaving this bed is the last thing I want right now, but…”

      Zoe. He didn’t need to remind me. She never left my thoughts — well, almost never. Still, after such energetic sex, my body ached and begged for rest. Of course, my mind kept envisioning Zoe being tortured or raped or killed. I could rest once she was safe, I promised myself.

      “Fine,” I sighed heavily, sitting up and letting the sheet fall away from my body.

      Ash remained reclined, hands tucked behind his head and staring at me like he was a starving man ogling a delicious ribeye.

      “What?” I asked, my fingers reaching for the sheet to cover myself.

      His hand wrapped around mine before I could. “Nothing. I just really, really like seeing you in my bed.”

      My nipples tightened as his gaze skimmed down my body and back up to meet my own. If it wasn’t already afternoon…

      “Me too,” I whispered, then cleared my throat pointedly.

      He took the hint and reluctantly scooted off the bed. We dressed quickly, and while he packed a bag, I went to the kitchen for some water. At the back of my mind, I still sensed the Dragon’s Heart beating in time with my own, but it seemed much fainter now.

      “Ready?”

      I’d barely found a glass and he’d already packed!

      “That was fast,” I said as I filled the glass from the faucet.

      He dropped his gym bag in the hallway and joined me, pulling the glass from my hand when I was finished drinking and downing the rest. He set the glass down with a satisfied, “Ah!”

      “I thought I was a fast packer,” I said as we headed to his truck, hand-in-hand. “Growing up in the system, I was constantly shuffled from one home to another. You figure out pretty fast how to store your stuff, so when the time comes to move on, you can just stuff it into a garbage bag and scram.”

      “A garbage bag?” he asked as he helped me climb into his flame-mobile.

      I waited until he climbed in next to me to answer. “That’s what a lot of foster kids use as luggage. That’s assuming we own anything in the first place.”

      “So you moved around a lot?”

      I shrugged, not wanting to sour the magical afterglow. “Such is the life. Nothing ever felt permanent. Every new home was just another stop on the tour of life. Until Max and Shirley took me in, that is.”

      “And thank god for that,” he said, leaning across the space to give me a quick kiss before heading off for my great-aunt’s house.

      We barely spoke as we drove, but he never relinquished his claim on my hand. Such a strange juxtaposition, enjoying our closeness while also feeling guilty about paying attention to anything other than Zoe. But his quiet confidence soothed my soul, and by the time we arrived at Shirley’s, I felt calmer and more relaxed than I thought possible. We would find Zoe, no matter what. And since I couldn’t do that until we got to Europe, I decided to relax into whatever the rest of this day had to offer.

      Which was apparently hot-out-of-the-oven apple pie.

      Before we even opened the door, the mouthwatering scent of a freshly baked pie reached us, and we gave each other lopsided grins of anticipation. Shirley’s pies were world famous — or should have been.

      “Holy hell, what’s that smell?” Ash called as he opened the door for me.

      Aunt Shirley squealed from somewhere in the kitchen and came bustling out to greet us, bestowing a sweet kiss on each of our cheeks. She didn’t even glance at our entwined fingers but simply led us to the source of the delicious scent.

      “Perfect timing! I just took it out of the oven. Needs five minutes and I can serve it up with some vanilla bean ice cream.”

      Ash looked like he might open his maw and toss the entire pie back in one shot. As much as I wanted a slice, I decided to take advantage of the short wait to prove what a quick packer I was.

      “Great, I’ll go pack while you do your thing.”

      I tried to pull away from Ash, but he held onto my hand tightly. I turned back, amused that he didn’t want to let go.

      “I’ll go with you,” he said.

      Silly man! I pulled my hand free and laughed. “Pretty sure I can pack my panties all on my own. Just take a load off. I’ll be right back.”

      For a second, I thought Ash might follow me, but he gave me a curt nod and dropped into the nearest chair. He didn’t look happy about it though. I loved that he wanted to be near me, but a girl needed a little privacy when she was packing. Besides, he was far too distracting, so a little alone time might give me a chance to think clearly.

      I floated down the hallway to my room, high on love. My first order of business was to undress so I could replace the bra and panty set Ash had ripped off my body.

      I still couldn’t quite wrap my head around the fact I’d fallen head over heels for four of Max’s nephews, and none of us seemed bothered by it. In fact, everyone seemed more than cool with it. Almost happy about it, if I hadn’t completely misread them.

      I also was crazy about Hale, but now that I’d slept with everyone else, that had to mean I was his dragon keeper. The thought both exhilarated and disappointed me at the same time. What a relief to finally figure out which of them was my dragon, yet I couldn’t help feeling sad because I was just as attracted to Hale as I was to Ash and the others. But Max had made it very clear that a dragon and its keeper never had a romantic relationship. As big of a bummer as that was, at least I felt a sense of closure to finally have an answer.

      Packing took longer than I expected, mostly because I’d never really gone anywhere. Whenever I’d been transferred to a new home, I just shoved all my meager possessions into a garbage bag and went. But over the last five years of living with Max and Shirley, I’d actually accumulated stuff. Certainly more clothes than I’d ever owned in my life. And which would be best to take on a rescue mission to Romania?

      I silently thanked Uncle Max for making me get my passport last year, even though we had no immediate plans for any kind of trip. At the time, it seemed like a pointless waste of time and money, but he’d insisted, once again proving Max was wiser than anyone else I knew.

      In the end, I crammed a handful of basics into my carry-on, tossed in some toiletries and called it good. As I rolled the little case — white with hand-painted habanero peppers all over it, courtesy of a talented Etsy seller — behind me on my way back to the kitchen, I overheard Aunt Shirley talking to Ash in a scolding tone.

      “You really need to go visit them, Ash. Poor little Lizi came down with something and she’s been asking for her Uncle Ash. You know you’re her favorite.”

      “Shirl, we’re on our way to Europe, remember? Ana’s just going to have to keep her daughter entertained until this mess is settled.”

      “It’s not like it would take long to drop by. Ana is your cousin, after all. And Lizi is so adorable. I’m sure just a quick hug or story would do. It’s been ages since you visited them.”

      “And how would you know that?” he asked as I walked into the room.

      Shirley gave him a cocky little smile as she scooped a ball of ice cream on top of a steaming piece of pie. “Word gets around.”

      “Sorry, Aunt Shirley,” I said, leaning my bag against the wall and taking a seat next to Ash. “He’s right. We don’t really have time to go read bedtime stories to kids right now.”

      Shirley dropped the scoop and shoved her fists on her hips — her attempt to appear intimidating. “Don’t even go there, young lady. Hale already called and told me your flight isn’t until later tonight. You’re both packed and ready to go, which means you have hours before you even have to leave for the airport. Plenty of time for a bedtime story or two.”

      Ash shook his head and dropped it into his hands. “You know, you might be the only person in the world who’s more stubborn than this one.”

      He jerked a thumb at me as he gave Shirley a defeated grimace. She gave him a cocky smile in return and went back to scooping.

      “Where do you think she gets it from? It’s in our blood. Oh! I’ll pack up some pie to take with you for Ana and Lizi!”

      Ash caught my gaze and we rolled our eyes in unison. No point arguing with Aunt Shirley.
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      Ana Jordan lived in Culver City, not too far from Zoe’s shabby apartment in what she liked to call “Culver City adjacent.” My heart ached as we drove down familiar streets, then turned off Venice Boulevard into a quaint residential neighborhood. The house Ash parked in front of was a sweet little bungalow with a beautifully landscaped front yard, complete with flowers, succulents and a cute handmade twig wreath hanging on the powder-blue front door.

      Everything about the place screamed “home” and I experienced a pang of grief that a similar life had been stolen from me when I was only a little older than Lizi. As we opened the adorable little front gate that anyone could simply step over, I gave Ash a nervous look.

      “I’ve never met your cousin before.”

      He gave me a grim smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Ana and her family are really great people. Jack’s probably off working though.”

      “You guys are close, huh?”

      “I guess,” he said as he rang the doorbell. “But you know how it is. You’re close as kids, then life happens and you don’t see each other as much as you’d like.”

      I had no idea what that was like, having been an orphan, but I’d certainly experienced it lately. The last couple of weeks since meeting Max’s great-nephews had whizzed by in a blur, leaving me feeling disconnected from the small group of friends I’d managed to accumulate since moving to L.A.

      I hadn’t seen Yazmin or Alisha for at least a week, and I was pretty sure my Accounting 101 professor was going to flunk me for missing all of last week. But as Ash said, life got in the way. The deeper I delved into the dragon world, the more detached I became from the humans in my life. It left me in a state of discordance that grated on my nerves. My duty as a keeper was to bridge both worlds, yet I kept getting pulled away from the one I was born into.

      As we waited, I whipped out my phone and shot Yazmin and Alisha a quick text telling them Zoe and I had taken an impromptu trip out of the country, and that Zoe had lost her phone. Not exactly a lie and it would hopefully allay any worries they might have.

      The door swung open to reveal a stunning blonde who could have graced the cover of any beauty magazine out there. She looked to be in her mid-30s, stood almost as tall as Ash, and had a body that wouldn’t quit. Not that she was wearing anything revealing — just casual khakis and a loose blouse, but just about any man out there would have drooled over her anyway. A lot of women too.

      “Ash!” Ana cried, then pulled her cousin into a fierce hug. “What a wonderful surprise! Lizi will be so happy to see you.”

      She shot me a curious glance as she ushered us inside but didn’t ask the obvious question.

      “We brought some of Shirley’s famous apple pie,” Ash said, then thrust a paper bag in her hands. “And ice cream.”

      Her laugh reminded me of the tinkling of wind chimes in a gentle breeze.

      “Thanks. Maybe Lizi can keep this down.” She set the bag on the counter and turned a smile on me. “Sorry for my cousin’s rudeness. I’m Ana Jordan.”

      My laugh covered the noise Ash made, which sounded a little like a growl. “I’m Favor Fiske. Nice to meet you. Here’s the pie to go with that ice cream.”

      Ana took the food container with two pieces of pie nestled inside from me and shook my hand. “I’ve heard so much about you. It’s about time I put a face to the name.”

      She leaned back against the counter and smiled between us, something close to understanding glimmering in her eyes. Before we could dive into more small talk, Ash stepped forward, drawing Ana’s attention away from me.

      “Where’s Lizi?” he asked a little more brusquely than the situation seemed to call for.

      Sure, we were flying to Romania later, but as Shirley had pointed out, we had plenty of time to spare. He was probably just anxious about the mission, and maybe worried about my safety on the trip we were about to go on. That would be just like Ash.

      “In her room. She’s been cooped up inside for a few days with a fever, poor baby. She’s normally so full of energy I can’t keep up. Seeing her so lethargic worries me. I’m sure she’ll perk up for her favorite uncle, though.”

      Without a word, he turned on his heel and disappeared into the bowels of the house. We watched him leave and I turned in time to see Ana’s puzzled expression before she caught herself and smiled at me again.

      “I just heated up a kettle of water. Would you like a cup of tea while we wait?”

      “Sounds good.”

      “I’ve got a little bit of everything,” she said, pulling open a cupboard that was stuffed with nothing but tea. “What’s your poison?”

      I gaped at the selection, but it was like looking at a six-page menu. Too much to choose from. I chuckled and turned away.

      “Surprise me. Just make sure it has caffeine.” My very bones ached with exhaustion.

      A few minutes later, we’d settled on a comfy sofa in the living room, her with something fragrant and herbal, me with lavender Earl Grey. The house was as tastefully appointed as the exterior suggested. Quality furniture, but not so fancy a little kid couldn’t spill her juice box on it without getting in trouble.

      “What’s Lizi sick with?” I asked.

      “Oh, just the flu.” Ana tossed her head as if it was nothing, but I could swear I saw concern in her eyes. “The weir’s healer checked her out and said she’ll feel better soon. No big deal.”

      “Are you sure?”

      She stared at me for a long moment before releasing a heavy sigh and slumping back into the sofa. “It’s just that it’s been several days now. I really don’t think it’s anything serious, I’m just ready for her to be well, you know?”

      “That’s only natural,” I said with a smile. “Maybe she’ll feel better after visiting with Ash. Or the pie. It’s a toss-up, if you ask me.”

      She snorted into her mug and nodded vigorously. “Shirley is an amazing baker. She’s your biological aunt, right?”

      “Great-aunt, twice removed, whatever that means. Honestly, it’s hard to keep all the steps and greats and removeds straight. I know for sure she’s related to my father’s side of the family. I just wish she wasn’t such a good cook. I’m pretty sure she made it her mission in life to fatten me up. But I have to admit it’s nice to have someone who cares enough to cook for me.”

      “God, I can’t remember the last time someone cooked for me,” Ana sighed wistfully. “My mate, Jack, is a lawyer and works long hours. In fact, he’s out of town on business right now.”

      “I’m sure he’s grateful for all you do.”

      Her smile nearly lit up the room. “He is. He’s truly amazing and I love our life, it’s just… Well, I can’t tell you how nice it is to have a conversation with another adult. Especially a female. There are so few of us left.”

      I frowned at her comment. Max had mentioned female dragons weren’t as plentiful as males, but he’d never really explained why. Now was as good a time as any to find out.

      “Why is that? Isn’t there a fifty-fifty chance of having a girl, just like with humans?”

      Ana sank into the cushions and sipped her tea before answering. “Technically, yes. But since we dragons only have fledglings every twenty-five years or so…”

      She trailed off, letting me fill in the blanks on my own. Except it still made no sense.

      “I don’t get it.”

      “Wow, Max really hasn’t trained you much, has he?” she asked, looking surprised, which left me feeling like a bit of a dunce. Not her fault, and I made a mental note to have Max actually train me once he returned.

      “The sad reality is that for millennia, dragons have battled with each other. What can I say? Our blood runs hot.”

      I snorted into my mug and almost choked on the aromatic tea. “So I’ve noticed,” I managed.

      “The problem is that since the dawn of dragonkind, warring weirs had a habit of killing females and fledglings first.”

      “That seems so backwards. If you kill off all the women and children, then you’re effectively dooming the entire species to extinction.”

      “Exactly,” Ana said, setting her mug on a leather coaster on the coffee table. “I think the idea was that it would all but kill off the enemy weir. Totally barbaric notion, of course, but dragon culture changes very slowly, as you’ve probably figured out by now — especially living with Max.”

      I had to chuckle at that. Max shunned nearly all forms of technology and sometimes his way of thinking seemed impossibly old-fashioned.

      “Thank goodness we haven’t had an all-out battle in a couple of centuries,” she continued. “The number of female dragons is rebounding, but pretty slowly, as you can imagine. That’s why you don’t really see a lot of female dragons out and about. And why Lizi is so darned spoiled.”

      Ana lit up at the mention of her daughter, and her eyes flitted toward the hallway Ash had disappeared down. I got the sense she was resisting the natural urge to go check on the little girl.

      “She’s such a little firecracker when she’s not running a fever. I hate that she’s not her normal smart, spunky, energetic self.”

      “She sounds adorable. I can’t wait to meet her.”

      The pull to check in on her daughter must have been too strong for Ana, because she jumped up with an overly enthusiastic smile. “No time like the present!”

      “Sounds good,” I said, trying not to laugh at her excitement, even though I had no doubt she’d looked in on Lizi moments before we arrived.

      The door to the little girl’s room stood open several inches, allowing us plenty of room to see Ash sitting on the bed with his back against the headboard, a children’s book in his hands. The cutest little blonde girl lay curled up against his side, her head resting on his chest. Her face looked flushed from fever and her eyes drooped as he read. Ash had wrapped his free arm around her shoulders, and my heart nearly broke right there in the middle of Ana’s hallway.

      Ash was turning out to be a bit of a mystery. Nothing about the Novak brothers had really surprised me — well, except for Danic’s love of sappy pop music — but Ash surprised me at every turn. Just when I thought he was a soft-hearted and lovable dork, he turned out to be a beast in the bedroom. Then when I thought he was hard as steel, he snuggled up to a sick cutie and read her bedtime stories.

      “The Dragon Mother cried and cried,” Ash read from a children’s book. “She cried for days and days, weeks and weeks, months and months—”

      “Years and years?” the little girl asked, her voice raspy, either from exhaustion or her illness. She’d obviously heard this story many times, though I wasn’t familiar with it.

      “Years and years,” Ash continued, “until her tears became an ocean and the ocean covered the world.”

      Ash glanced our way and gave us a wink as Lizi sniffled over the story. She finally followed his gaze and her big brown eyes widened.

      “Mother,” she whispered, her expression dazed, poor thing.

      Ana didn’t need any further encouragement and hurried to her daughter’s side, leaving me to follow. Feeling her forehead and pink cheeks, Ana clucked.

      “Oh, sweetie, you’re burning up.”

      Lizi didn’t seem to even notice her mother. Her eyes latched onto me and never let go. As I moved closer to the bed, her gaze watched my every move, like I was the most interesting thing she’d ever seen. Maybe I was. From what I gathered, female dragon keepers were even more rare than female dragons.

      A thought occurred to me out of the blue. Maybe my bizarre healing powers I’d recently discovered extended to childhood illnesses. It certainly couldn’t hurt to try. I moved to the other side of the bed and sat next to the cozy trio, Lizi tracking me the entire way.

      “Hi, Lizi,” I said, reaching out a hand for her to shake. “I’m Favor. Nice to meet you.”

      Lizi continued to stare at me, ignoring my hand completely, as probably every other four-year-old in the world would do when she was sick as a dog.

      “Mind if I see how hot you are?”

      No reaction, so I shot Ana a glance for her approval. At her nod, I laid my palm on the girl’s damp forehead, shocked at the heat radiating off her. My hands were cool, so I cupped her cheeks, then pressed a gentle kiss to her hot brow. If that didn’t do the trick, nothing would. I really hoped it would, because it sucked to see such a sweet little thing feeling so poorly.

      Lizi’s eyes fluttered, as if she was trying really, really hard to stay awake, but slumber got the better of her and she nodded off against Ash’s chest. He slowly pulled himself free from her and left Ana to tuck her deep into her fluffy covers.
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      “Keep us updated on her progress,” Ash said as he opened the front gate.

      Ana promised to do just that, and I gave her a smile and wave as I climbed into Ash’s truck. I’d never been much of a “kid person,” but damn, Lizi was the cutest! I hoped Ana would do as Ash asked, because I didn’t like how warm Lizi had felt.

      After closing my door, Ash sauntered around the front of his ridiculous truck and gave Ana another little wave, then climbed in next to me. He kept on grinning until Ana closed her front door, then the smile fell away.

      “Stupid bitch,” he grumbled as he started the engine.

      My heart stopped in my chest for a beat, before thumping even faster than before. Did I hear him wrong? Judging by the scowl that replaced his charming smile, I guessed not. Anger overpowered my surprise.

      “What did you just say?” I asked, in a very pointed tone.

      “She should have sought medical attention for Lizi days ago. She’s sick as hell. Even you must have seen that.”

      “Even me?” I sputtered, shocked at his sudden fit of rudeness.

      He rolled his eyes as he pulled away from the quaint cottage. “You know what I mean. It’s obvious to anyone who looks at the kid.”

      Outrage pulsed through my body, but I counted to ten before responding. The technique didn’t do much to calm me down, but when I spoke, I somehow managed to keep an even tone.

      “Ana told me the healer said she’d be fine in a few days.”

      Ash snorted his opinion about that. “Healer. What a joke. That’s like not going to the hospital when you have a piece of rebar sticking out of your chest. Human medicine can work on dragons too, you know.”

      I didn’t really know that, but at the same time I kind of assumed. Of course, with my new healing powers, it was really hard to know what treatment was most effective.

      “Dipshits like Ana are too suspicious to take advantage of it. You know how Uncle Max is with technology? Ana’s like that with medicine. She probably didn’t even get Lizi vaccinated. It’s just stupid and ignorant.”

      I gaped at him for a few seconds, not entirely sure how to respond to this new side of him. I had to hand it to Ash, he continued to surprise me. I just wish they were nicer surprises.

      “You still shouldn’t talk about her like that. She’s a kind person with a good heart, and she loves her daughter more than anything. She doesn’t deserve to be called names.”

      Ash shook his head, like I was Queen Dummy of Stupidland. “Whatever. Doesn’t change the facts. Idiots like her are going to start an epidemic.”

      My blood boiled in my veins and I wasn’t even a dragon!

      “First of all, don’t sit there and make me out to be some kind of anti-vaxxer, because I’m not. Second of all, you don’t even know whether she had Lizi vaccinated, so you have no right to call her such horrible names. It makes you sound like a raging asshole, to be honest.”

      I crossed my arms in a huff and turned away to stare out the window. Ash didn’t respond, he simply kept his eyes on the road as we drove to Max’s office to meet up with the others. All this time I’d thought he was a goofy, lovable nerd, incapable of being a total dick.

      Guess not.

      So strange, because I thought I knew all of Max’s nephews on a spiritual level, especially the ones I’d slept with. I sensed when they were lying, I could tell when they were near, and sometimes I could even talk to them telepathically — not that I had firm control on my powers. What had yet to waver was my soul-deep knowledge of their true hearts.

      Then again, maybe I was being too harsh. Everyone has off-days. Maybe Ash was the kind of person who lashed out when he was moody. I certainly was on edge because of the Zoe situation. That would explain his sudden personality shift. Not ideal, but forgivable. I did my best to convince myself of that on the rest of the ride back to Max’s office.

      By the time we pulled into the parking lot of the old and small strip mall that housed the world headquarters for Maximus Investigations, Ash seemed to have put our little tiff out of his head because he wore his usual sweet smile. Even so, I didn’t bother waiting for him to open my door and I was five steps ahead of him to the office. I even let the door close behind me, instead of holding it for him. That would teach him!

      “Hey, beautiful,” Ryen said, from what remained of the office’s discussion pit after a squad of enemy dragons had trashed it. He sat in a miraculously unbroken mid-century chair while Kellum and Hale packed up some equipment for the trip. Rufus sat at his desk looking slightly forlorn, even though his little succulent Eustace looked healthier than ever after I’d healed her damage from the attack. Several carry-on bags sat near the door, ready to load into whatever vehicles we took to the airport.

      “Shirley called and said you’d be stopping by Ana’s on your way here,” Kellum informed me as Ash followed me inside. “All well?”

      Despite the fact they could sense my emotions, I pretended nothing was wrong and plastered a happy grin on my face. Sometimes I could block them from my feelings, and I hoped this would be one such time. I headed straight for the coffee machine and loaded the most powerful pod into it.

      “Lizi had a fever, but you know how kids all seem to be adorable little germ factories,” I said with a casual shrug. “I have to say, though, Ana is a sweetheart.”

      Ash didn’t react, good or bad, he simply perched on the edge of Rufus’s desk with an unreadable expression. It was as if he hadn’t just called her names for some assumed sins.

      “Ana’s the best,” Danic agreed as he handed my laptop to me.

      I somehow managed to cram it into my already overloaded rolling case and sighed in resignation. It sucked this would be my first trip out of the country. Naturally, I’d daydreamed about traveling to Europe, but that fantasy had never involved chasing some deranged dragon cult and trying to hunt down my best friend.

      “Favor, has Uncle Max reached out to you since yesterday?” Kellum asked as he dropped the last bag next to the others.

      “No, why?” I pulled my fresh cup of joe from the machine, added a few flavored creamers and a dash of cayenne.

      Ahh, the elixir of life!

      “I feel like any guidance he could give us before we get on that plane would be invaluable. Who knows if distance will affect your ability to talk to each other.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Ash said, his tone calm and reasonable, just like the Ash I’d thought I knew. He gave me an awkward smile, his eyes gentle and maybe a little bit pleading.

      “Yeah, it’s not like we can email the guy,” Ryen added with a sardonic eye roll.

      “We’ll load all this stuff while you do your thing,” Danic said, grabbing half the pile all on his own.

      “I can try. No promises.”

      The guys all moved to help Danic, even Rufus. If I didn’t know any better, I would have guessed he was pouting.

      “Tell me again why I can’t go with you,” he groused at Kellum, who slapped him on the shoulder.

      “We’re trying to fly under the radar, Rufe. No offense, big guy, but nothing about you is understated. Besides, Uncle Max needs someone here to keep things running smoothly. In fact, maybe you should knock off early so you can be fully rested for whatever comes your way. We’ll lock up here.”

      Rufus huffed and frowned, but instead of arguing further, he grabbed a couple bags and slouched out to the parking lot, followed by the others. Ash was last to leave and before the door closed on him, he popped his head back in and gave me a smile.

      “You got this, Favor.” Then he winked and blew me a kiss before disappearing.

      My heart fluttered at the gesture. The disparity between this Ash and the one who’d called his own cousin a bitch upset me. Talk about a red flag!

      But I would never forget how he and Hale had protected me during the fight with Titus and his gang, despite their instinctual need to jump into the fray. Or his gentle support during this strange transition from mere human to bona fide dragon keeper. Or how he’d held my hips tight as he fucked me harder than I’d ever been fucked before.

      I shook away the vivid memory, not wanting to be distracted by such thoughts when I tried to find Max. Taking the seat Ryen had vacated, I slouched way down and leaned my head all the way back, then I relaxed. I barely closed my eyes before my consciousness slipped away and left me in a bizarre vision state. The trick was getting easier and easier every time I tried, which boosted my confidence in my abilities.

      Max’s lair, a rustic cave decorated with dusty antiques and lit by small pots of eternal dragonflame embedded into the granite walls, stood empty. I approached the stodgy chair at the head of the chamber, Max’s version of a throne, but found nothing of interest. In fact, there was nothing of interest in the entire room. No Max, no note, no nothing to clue me into where he might be or what he wanted us to do.

      I sighed and thought about my next step. Max knew Zoe had been kidnapped, but he had no idea we’d recovered the Dragon's Heart. Not that I had any kind of clue why he’d been so desperate for me to keep the thing safe. I wanted to fill him in on our plans, so I headed for the desk pushed up against one wall so I could leave him a note.

      I was a few steps away when a fog rolled in, thick and fast. Blinded, I froze, waiting for it to clear. I didn’t want to walk into a heavy piece of furniture — or through it, as I had the first time I’d visited Max’s lair.

      A weird bubbly sensation started in my tummy and worked its way into my chest. That was new. I lost all sense of direction as I turned a slow circle, wondering if I even knew which way was up. Closing my eyes tight, I tried to envision Max’s lair, hoping it would take me back there, but when I opened them, I stood in the center of a perfectly white room. The fog had settled to the floor, swirling around my feet in a way that felt almost menacing.

      “Hello?” I called, my nerves evident in the waver of my voice. “Max? Are you here? Where the hell am I?”

      I took a tentative step forward. Then another. Nothing new came into view, and as I walked, it seemed the room followed me. I never moved closer or farther away from anything, so I finally stopped.

      “Am I dead?” I whispered, my words muffled by the increasing fog.

      It wasn’t completely out of the question. Max hadn’t taught me anything about these trances, and he knew nothing of the strange dreams I’d been having recently. Normally, my visions were reasonably clear and felt as real as when I was conscious. My dreams had that funky quality when you knew anything could happen, even if it made no sense. Whatever was going on felt like both combined into one.

      With no clue how to pull myself out of it, I turned to head back the way I’d come…hopefully. The fog disoriented me. I took two steps and a big, burly body popped out of the vapor. A little yelp escaped me as the figure resolved into…

      “Kellum!” I shouted.

      He stood a few feet away, dressed in the same jeans and button-down he’d been in Max’s office moments before. An affectionate smile played at his perfect lips, but he remained mute.

      I tried to take a step closer, but my feet seemed cemented to the ground. “What the—”

      Danic materialized next to him, followed quickly by Ryen. The Novak brothers stood shoulder-to-shoulder, as if waiting for me to hand one of them a rose, like in that reality TV show that was certainly about as far from reality as it got. They looked as clear and crisp as if this was reality, not a dream. Or a vision. Or whatever this freak show was.

      “Okay, getting kinda creepy, guys,” I said, again trying to move closer but unable to move my feet.

      That’s when I caught a glimpse of another figure, just past Ryen’s shoulder. I leaned over to get a better view.

      Hale!

      He stood slightly behind the Novaks, smiling at me, but less clear than the others. Maybe because he was the only one I hadn’t slept with yet. That had to be it.

      My boys were here, all but one. Where was Ash? As hard as I tried, my gaze couldn’t penetrate the fog.

      “Ash?” I called, hoping he’d reply but not holding my breath. None of them had spoken so far, which meant this probably wasn’t strictly a vision.

      A dark form emerged from the dense fog, slightly behind Hale. “Ash, is that you?”

      I never got a clear view of him, not like the others, yet I knew all the way to my toes it was him. Focusing my strength on my feet, I willed them to move. It worked! Sort of. It felt like moving through molasses, with the object of my attention never coming closer. Ash remained barely recognizable in the fog.

      “Help me!” I shouted at the others, who continued smiling at me but never moved. Frustration built inside of me as I wrestled against the foggy molasses holding me back.

      “Dammit,” I screamed at nothing, then felt the earth shift out from under me.

      There wasn’t enough time to even scream in surprise before I landed in a small, shabby room that reminded me of the one in the desert where I’d found Zoe. The floors and walls were solid concrete, very industrial. A single incandescent bulb swayed from the high ceiling, illuminating a stained, twin-sized mattress on the floor.

      Something on the mattress stirred, almost drawing a yelp from me. I slapped my hand over my mouth and retreated into the shadows. This was all new to me — half-vision, half-dream. Now what? If this was real, I didn’t want whatever was moving around under that moth-eaten blanket to attack me.

      The blanket fell away a little and I gasped in shock.

      “Zoe!”

      Red-rimmed eyes stared blankly out from her pale, gaunt face. She’d obviously been crying for a very long time, and judging by her quivering lips, she wasn’t going to stop anytime soon. I could barely believe this was my Zoe, the life of every party, the person who brightened your day just by being nearby. My heart broke at the sight, guilt rushing over me like a tsunami. If we’d never met, she never would be in this horrible place.

      “Zoe!” I cried again, running to her side and kneeling down next to the mattress. “It’s me. It’s Favor.”

      She didn’t respond, not even a blink. Tears leaked out of her eyes as she stared right through me as if I wasn’t there.

      “Zoe, are you hurt? Where are we?” I reached out to touch her hair, to comfort her, but my hand passed through her as if she were a mirage. More likely, I was, which frustrated me more than anything I could ever imagine.

      Tears burned my eyes as I tried to figure out how to soothe her fear. I blinked them away — now was not the time for self-pity — and did what I could to identify any injuries on what little of her was exposed. No bruises or cuts on her face, and when she rolled over onto her other side and pulled the blanket tighter around her neck, she moved lithely, despite shivering. I took a breath and focused until I got the sense she wasn’t physically hurt. Still, her spirit was injured, if not broken, and that alone nearly killed me.

      Now that I had my bearings — as much as was possible, under the circumstances — I surveyed the room carefully, etching each sight into my memory. Dampness dribbled down the concrete walls, and though I wasn’t chilled, the little puffs of steam coming from Zoe’s mouth told me it was cold. As furious as I was that she was being held captive, I felt a little relief that they’d at least provided her a blanket.

      An empty food tray lay between the bed and the iron-reinforced door, which meant they were feeding her. Another relief. The only other item in the room was a plastic bucket tucked deep into a dark corner, with a roll of coarse toilet paper sitting next to it. I didn’t need to investigate to know its purpose.

      Unlike my odd half-dream about my boys, this was real. But also unlike my visions of Max’s lair, not real enough for me to touch. Wherever I was, it was where Zoe was being held prisoner. I couldn’t hold back the tears any longer.

      I reached for her again, hovering my hand over her hair as if I was actually stroking it. I leaned in close to her ear, hoping some little bit of my message leaked through this vision.

      “We’re coming to find you, Zoe,” I murmured, releasing every ounce of love I had for her into the ether. “We won’t leave you here, wherever here is. Just hang on, okay, Zoe? We’re going to rescue you. You’ll be home soon, trust me. I love you so much, Zoe. You’re my best friend, my soul mate, my sister. Stay strong for me. I’ll be here soon.”

      As I spoke, Zoe’s ragged, hitching breaths grew more rhythmic and slowed way down. I peeked over her huddled body and found her eyes were closed. She’d fallen asleep. I could only hope some part of me had spanned the distance between us and calmed her.

      I closed my eyes, trying to hold my emotions in check, and when I opened them, I was staring at the ceiling of Maximus Investigations. Tears streamed down into my hair and my body shook with grief. Lifting my head slowly, I ran my arm across my eyes and choked off my emotions. I had to hold it together. I needed to stay strong.

      For Zoe.
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      “He didn’t leave a note or anything?” Hale asked after I told them Max hadn’t been in his lair.

      “Nada,” I said with a sigh.

      I decided not to tell them about seeing them in the fog because if I had no idea what it meant, how could they? Besides, we were all stressed enough without adding to it. We couldn’t waste precious time and energy trying to decipher my cryptic dream. Hell, it probably didn’t mean anything at all. Everyone else in the world had pointless dreams every night, so why couldn’t I?

      Still, I needed to tell them about the last part. “Something weird did happen while I was in my vision state. Somehow, I found myself in the cell where they’re holding Zoe.”

      Kellum frowned, skepticism flashing in his eyes. “Are you sure it wasn’t just a dream?”

      “If Favor said it was a vision, that’s what it was,” Ash said, stepping up beside me and laying a hand on my back. Maybe it was his way of apologizing for his earlier behavior. Either way, his touch practically set my skin on fire.

      “Quit sucking up, cuz,” Ryen said, shaking his head in mock disappointment. “But for the record, Favor has had several of each, so I believe her too.”

      Kellum held his hands up in defeat. “Agreed. How was she?”

      I pressed my lips together in an attempt to keep my emotions under control. “Not great. Mostly scared and miserable, but not injured. She looked like she’d been crying for a long time.”

      “Did you talk to her? Find out where they’re keeping her?” Danic asked, fire flickering in his eyes. I loved that he wanted to go kick some jadokari ass, I just wished I could facilitate that.

      “She couldn’t see or hear me. It was like my first visit to Max’s lair — it was more dream than reality. Except…”

      “What?” Hale urged when I trailed off. “Any little detail might be important, Favor.”

      The others nodded so I barreled ahead. “My hand went right through her and she didn’t respond to me in any way, yet I’m pretty sure my presence soothed her enough that she could fall asleep.”

      Kellum didn’t look convinced, but he kept his opinion to himself this time. “At least she’s alive.”

      “The bar for good news has never been lower,” Ryen said wryly as he pulled me into a hug.

      I thought I caught him glaring at Kellum, but then I was wrapped in his arms and the rest of the world disappeared. His natural citrusy scent cheered me up — or maybe it was that he was holding me. Whatever the reason, when I finally found the strength to pull back, my spirits had definitely lifted.

      The door to the office swept open and Lazlo Aurelia blew in, dressed in a bespoke suit and top-of-the-line sunglasses. His steel gray hair matched his icy eyes, making him appear about fifty, though I knew he was somewhere around six hundred years old. Despite that great age, he was a total silver fox — tall, fit and downright handsome, despite the almost-healed red scar on his face from the battle a couple of days ago. I swear to god, he looked exactly like a character in an action movie when he whipped off the shades and tucked them into an inside pocket of his jacket. His other hand held an ominously thick file folder.

      “Ready to go?” he asked, his gaze touching on each of us in turn.

      “Just about,” Hale replied.

      Lazlo checked his heavy expensive watch and clucked. “Don’t cut it close. LAX can be a madhouse.”

      “Are you here to help us or scold us?” Ash asked, his tone sharper than the smile on his face implied.

      Maybe it was because I’d experienced his moodiness earlier and was now hyper-aware of it, but it certainly caught my attention. Ash had always been overly respectful of Lazlo, almost reverent. Apparently, no one but myself noticed, probably because I was standing closest to him.

      “Here,” Lazlo said, handing Kellum the folder.

      “What’s this?” he said, thumbing through the papers inside quickly, not really reading them.

      “It’s all the intel we’ve gathered about the jadokari, and specifically the Romanian weir Titus belonged to.”

      “Was being the operative word,” Ryen snorted. “Past tense.”

      Despite his grin, we all fixed him with mild looks of disapproval. He grimaced at our reaction.

      “Too soon?” he asked.

      “Most certainly,” Lazlo snapped. “We lost two dragons in the attack on Drakonis. Good men, friends of yours. On top of that, it’s going to take weeks to get the office up and running again.”

      “Yeah, because that’s what’s important,” Ash muttered under his breath so softly no one but I heard. I shot him a confused look, which he ignored.

      “Just one more reason we need to complete this mission,” Danic said, his voice tight with anticipation of the coming fight. “The sooner we defeat the jadokari, the sooner we can get back to work.”

      As Kellum scanned the papers inside, his face darkened and his jaw clenched. I sensed his anger and anxiety ramping up. Whatever the file contained, it wasn’t rainbow ice cream and unicorn farts.

      “What’s it say?” I asked, not sure I wanted to know the answer.

      “Nothing good, by the looks of my brother’s face,” Ryen said, any hint of humor fleeing his expression.

      “You can say that again,” Kellum confirmed.

      “Lots of strange occurrences along the coast of the Black Sea have been reported lately.”

      “Like what?” Hale asked.

      “Farm animals randomly going missing from their pastures and stables, only to be found later on, flayed open with various bits and pieces carved out,” Kellum said almost absently.

      The visual turned my stomach and I prayed he’d stop there. He didn’t.

      “Black magic carvings on trees in the area. Reports of animal bones being piled up in weird, ritualistic displays in the woods. Houses have been broken into and burgled, which isn’t necessarily unusual, but evil symbols were painted onto the walls in blood. More of the same written on the coastal cliffs.”

      “Yikes,” said Hale.

      “Gross,” added Ryen.

      Kellum flipped another page and he paled. “Oh shit. There are even rumors of male dragons killing off their own fledglings. Or worse.”

      We all stood in silence, contemplating that bit of delightful information. I really didn’t want to know what could be worse than a father killing his own child, but having grown up in the foster care system, my imagination filled in the blanks.

      “What the hell could be worse than that?” Sweet, sensitive, one-man-army Danic was the one to ask, the dragon in him rising close to the surface.

      Lazlo leveled a hard gaze on him. “Do you really want to know?” His tone held a cold warning.

      Danic’s jets cooled immediately, and he grew as pale as his brother. “No, I guess I don’t.”

      “Good answer,” Lazlo retorted bitterly.

      Kellum closed the folder with an air of finality. “These Romanian dragons are nothing like us. They seem to have thrown aside all vestiges of decency.”

      “Not all of them,” Lazlo said. “Only the jadokari. The members of the local weir are honorable dragons.”

      “But how can you tell them apart?” Hale asked.

      Lazlo’s lips thinned to a hard slash. “I’m afraid that isn’t so easy.”

      “Well, that’s just great,” Ash said, throwing up his hands in frustration. “We’re heading someplace that’s populated by murderous freaks and we can’t even tell them apart from the good guys?”

      Lazlo started to answer, but Ash cut him off. “No. It’s too dangerous. Favor needs to stay here, for her own safety.”

      My entire body tensed with his sudden and ridiculous pronouncement. He might as well have plunged a knife right into my back.

      “Excuse me?” I stammered, not quite believing what I’d just heard.

      Hale shrugged and gave me an apologetic look. “Sorry, Favor, but I have to agree.”

      I crossed my arms in a huff. “Of course you’d say that.”

      “So would I,” Danic said softly, wincing under my murderous glare.

      Rage boiled up inside me. How dare they try to cut me out!

      “You all are batshit crazy if you think for one nanosecond I won’t be on that plane.”

      Ryen sidled up next to me, calming me a bit with his nearness. “I think she’ll be fine. She’s proven herself several times over already.”

      “Agreed,” Kellum said, joining us. “Her powers are growing every day. I think she’ll be much more of an asset than a liability.”

      Okay, not super romantic, but at least he was on my side.

      “Exactly,” I argued. “I found her once, maybe I can find her again. Plus, whose face would Zoe like to see first after everything she’s been through? Any one of yours or mine?”

      Ash shook his head all the way through my little speech. “Sorry, but I care more about you than Zoe.”

      Another twist of the knife in my back. Man, he was really starting to piss me off.

      “Do I need to remind you the entire purpose of this mission is to rescue Zoe?” I ground out through clenched teeth.

      “Exactly,” Ash and Hale said together. They exchanged a quick glance that held an entire twin conversation. Hale took over from there.

      “We might get distracted from our objective because we’re too focused on protecting you.”

      It sounded like every lame misogynistic excuse for not allowing women into combat. To say I was apoplectic minimized the fury burning away the lining of my stomach.

      Kellum turned to Lazlo. “What do you think?”

      It grated on my last nerve that they all looked to him for the answer. He might have been acting casique of the weir, but we all knew Max was the real leader. Of course, I understood the weir needed leadership in Max’s absence, but that didn’t mean I had to like it, despite the fact Lazlo had started to grow on me.

      He remained impassive as he stared at me. Without knowing him better, I had no idea what he’d say — not that it mattered. I was going to Romania, even if I had to do it on my own.

      “Favor is a powerful, if untrained, keeper,” he finally said coolly. “The decision is hers.”

      Hale and Danic graciously nodded their understanding, while Ash threw his hands up and stomped to the other side of the room. He glared at all of us, but especially me, because he already knew my answer.

      “I’m going.”

      “Now that that’s settled,” Lazlo continued, as if it was business as usual, “you will be picked up at the airport by a trusted friend from the local weir, Tamar Radu. She will help you understand how their weir works and generally act as your guide. Keep your wits about you and promise me to be careful.”

      His gaze lingered on me as he said it, silently telling me that no matter what I thought the danger might be lurking halfway across the world, I didn’t actually have any clue. I took a deep breath and nodded my understanding.

      “Let me walk you out, Lazlo,” Ash said, hurrying over to his boss.

      Lazlo gave him a dark look. “You aren’t going to change my mind, son.”

      Ash held the door open and gave him a charming smile, though I could see a steely glint in his eyes. “I at least have to try.”
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      “So, once we meet up with our escort, then what?” Danic asked as the men hovered over Lazlo’s open file on Rufus’s desk while I sat in the chair, leaning forward to check out some news clippings.

      “Pretty sure I’ll be able to find Zoe once we’re on the ground,” I said, glancing at them all.

      “Are you sure?” Hale asked, prompting me to give him my patented raised eyebrow.

      “Of course not, but I’ve learned over the past few weeks to trust my gut on things like this, and my gut says I can find Zoe. I found her accidentally when I went into a trance earlier, didn’t I?”

      Danic nodded and crossed his mesmerizing arms. “Agreed. That would definitely be better than asking random locals.”

      “I don’t know, you might be onto something,” Ryen said, stroking his chin thoughtfully. “We could pull aside a few babushkas and ask them if they’ve seen any dragons flying about eating livestock or leaving macabre pentagrams drawn in blood lately. They seem pretty on the ball over there.”

      “Babushkas are Russian, Ryen,” Kellum said without looking up from the file.

      “Romania, Russia, close enough for government work. We’ll at least be babushka-adjacent.”

      He tipped me a jaunty wink before pulling a straight face when Kellum’s gaze flicked over to him long enough to give him a flat, unamused stare. Which, of course, made me snort a very unladylike laugh, which in turn satisfied Ryen.

      “Anyway…” Kellum said, turning back to me.

      “Anyway, I’m hoping once we’re closer I’ll be able to pinpoint her location. A hundred miles is one thing, but half a world away is another.”

      “Yeah, but you’re familiar with L.A.,” Ash said. “I couldn’t even tell you the name of the region we’re headed to if I wasn’t looking at it on a map.”

      “I’m not that familiar with L.A.,” I said. “Five years isn’t long enough to see the half of it, much less know it by heart.”

      Everyone nodded in agreement.

      “So, what’s the plan for after I find out where she’s being held?” I asked. “Fight our way through hordes of fledgling-killing dragons and a sea of mutilated livestock corpses?”

      Ryen was the only one to appreciate my attempt to lighten the tension, though Danic’s eyes glowed at the promise of battle. The others looked at me as if I’d lost a screw or three.

      “It depends, but for now I assume we’ll go into stealth mode,” Kellum finally replied stoically. “It’s all going to depend on how Zoe’s being protected.”

      I didn’t love the term “protected” when talking about Zoe’s captors, but I understood his meaning well enough not to cause a fuss about it. As Kellum laid out a plan of attack for each of several scenarios, my gaze drifted to Hale.

      He was so cute, with his gentle demeanor and too-long beach bum blond hair. And that dark green fleck in his right eye really had an interesting effect on me. He and Ash didn’t look any older than me, though I knew that was far from the truth. Like, far, far away from the truth. But somehow the age discrepancy didn’t seem to bother any of us.

      Since the power of deduction left me with the conclusion I must be his keeper, I decided to see what, if anything, had changed between us. Standing slowly, so as not to draw any attention, I stretched my back and leaned on the desk for a minute, pretending to listen to Kellum, then edged my way around the side to stand next to Hale.

      At some point, conversation slowed, leaving us all staring at a couple of gruesome black-and-white photos. Thank god they weren’t in color!

      “Hale, what do you think?” I asked, bumping him with my shoulder.

      He stared at me for a long moment, the connection between us sending bolts of electricity all the way to my toes. It felt eerily similar to how I felt when any one of my boys looked at me. Not at all how I understood a keeper should feel in the presence of her dragon.

      “Actually, Ryen’s joke about the babushkas isn’t totally off the mark,” he replied, breaking away to look around at the others. “I’ve read up on the culture a bit, and in rural Baltic villages, dragon elders hold a lot of sway. Even more than here. If we get a chance to warm up to some of the local leaders, we’ll probably have a better chance of being seen as allies.”

      Hale spoke in a calm, competent manner, even though he was usually pretty soft spoken, if he talked at all. I found myself nodding at his common sense approach, and so did the others — even Kellum, which surprised me a little. I’d wondered if he’d get ruffled at the threat to his authority, but we all seemed to be on the same page.

      They probably all now assumed I was Hale’s dragon keeper, but I shouldn’t be getting super-sexy vibes from him — the exact same vibes I felt from the other guys. And judging by the way Hale’s heated gaze searched my face, I suspected he felt the same.

      With a shake of his head, as if brushing away cobwebs, he cleared his throat and finished his little speech. “But the most important thing is for all of us to keep in mind we won’t be in L.A. anymore. Try to emulate the locals’ customs, be respectful of everyone, and be generous with money. That’ll go a long way toward making friends. Or at least not making enemies.”

      I slipped my arm through the crook of his and smiled up at him. So sensitive and thoughtful! And let’s not forget hot.

      As the guys discussed more details and possibilities, I let my eyes fall closed and tried to focus on Hale. Maybe I was just a sexaholic or something and I simply needed to connect with him on a keeper level. I had no idea if I was doing it right, but I tried reaching out to him with my mind. I visualized a thread winding its way from my brain to his, but I got nothing but a vague sense of his presence. Which…duh. I was standing right next to him!

      Maybe I needed to get a handle on my libido before trying any dragon keeper skills on him. My cheeks flamed at the thought of how many of these guys I’d made love with, but when I peeked around, none of them seemed to have noticed.

      I noticed something though. Ash was glaring daggers at Hale. Nothing he’d said could have possibly offended Ash, so I had to assume it was some kind of twin fight. For the most part, they got along beautifully, even completing each other’s sentences, but Aunt Shirley had recounted some doozies about when the twins argued. As eager as I was to duke it out with the jadokari, nothing on earth could drag me into the middle of a twin battle.

      But curiosity got the better of me, so I pulled the thread away from Hale and imagined it winding toward Ash. Considering how easy it had been for me to communicate telepathically to Kellum after we’d slept together, I figured the same would hold true for Ash. And it did, sort of.

      It felt a little like trying to tune my Caddy’s broken radio. If I tried tuning in any other channel than the ranchera station, all I got was fuzzy static, with just a hint of a voice in the background hiss. It was the same with Ash.

      I sensed anger in him, very vague and nebulous, but it was there. Of course, I didn’t need a telepathic connection to know that. All I had to do was open my eyes. The white noise prevented me from drilling down to learn why he was upset.

      That worried me. I’d been able to connect with the others, but not Ash or Hale. Did that mean my keeper powers weren’t as strong as I assumed? What would happen if we got to Romania and all I got was static when I tried to locate Zoe?

      I tried to push the thought out of my head — this was the worst possible time to feel insecure in my abilities — but it lurked in the shadows, waiting for the right time to mess with me.

      Kellum’s voice snapped me out of my fit of self-doubt. “Favor?”

      “Huh?”

      “I asked if you had everything you needed. The worst of rush hour traffic is over, so it’s a good time to hit the road.”

      “Good to go,” I affirmed.

      “Okay, we can keep discussing strategy on the plane,” he warned us all, “just keep your voices low and try to be vague.”

      Ryen sighed dramatically as we headed for the door. “I guess I can try not chatting about Satanic cults and mutilated animals for a while. But once I get a couple of in-flight cocktails in me, I can’t make any promises.”

      Kellum gave his brother a stern look. “Let’s keep the drinking to a minimum on this trip, no matter how cheap the booze is over there.”

      “So cheap,” Ryen whispered to me conspiratorially, and I stifled a chuckle.

      “We’ll take my SUV,” Kellum announced as he pushed the front door open with his fine, tight butt. “The back row of seats is installed, and all the bags are stuffed in tight as a drum.”

      “And we’ll be packed in there as tight as sardines,” Danic grumbled, drawing a snort from Ryen.

      “Good one, bro. Who says you don’t have a sense of humor?”

      Danic turned a dark look on him. “Who says that?”

      “Not me, big guy!” Ryen said, his eyes all round and innocent.

      Silly boys.

      I locked up behind us, pressing my hand against the door as a sort of goodbye. Maximus Investigations had been my second home since moving to L.A. I hoped I’d get to see it again.

      Enough light remained in the dusky sky to allow me to find Kellum’s SUV easily, but something seemed off. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, then Hale put words to what I was seeing.

      “Hey, Kellum, when’s the last time you put air in your tires?”

      “Yesterday, along with an oil change. Why?”

      Only Kellum would service his car before an important trip to the airport, but I loved his sense of responsibility and attention to detail. It was only one reason he was the leader of this little group.

      He hurried ahead until he reached the back of the awkwardly leaning vehicle, then froze in his tracks. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!”

      Ryen shot me a worried glance. “Did Kellum just say ‘fuck’?”

      As soon as the rest of us reached his truck, my heart sank into my shoes. The driver’s side tires had been slashed, which explained its odd tilt to the left.

      “Shit,” Hale breathed.

      Danic’s face reddened with fury. “What the actual fuck!”

      We didn’t have time for tantrums. We had places to go, people to rescue. I grabbed his arm and tried to send a calming vibe through him. It seemed to work, because the warm look he turned on me nearly burst my heart with love.

      “This sucks,” I said, drawing their attention to me instead of the vandalized rig, “but it’s not like this is the only SUV we have avail—”

      “NO!” Ryen cried as he rushed two spots over to his SUV, which also leaned precariously to the left. Pissed as hell, he scanned the parking lot, probably for the culprit, but what he found didn’t help us at all. “Good god, every car in this row got slashed!”

      “Fucking hoodlums,” Danic growled, joining his brother to assess the damage.

      “Shit,” Ash and Hale said in unison.

      Panic crept into my heart, filling it until it spilled out into the rest of my body. Our flight was leaving soon, too soon. My entire frame vibrated with tension, instinctively drawing my boys into a circle around me.

      “What are we going to do?” I asked, my fear putting a hard edge to my words. “We can’t miss this flight. We can’t!”

      Danic reached for me, pulling me into his bear-like embrace until all I knew was hard muscle, soft flesh and the scent of burnt sandalwood. The beat of his heart lulled me. I pulled a deep draw of his natural fragrance into my lungs, which calmed me faster and more effectively than any tranquilizer ever could.

      He kissed the top of my head, then pulled back enough to brush a thumb down my cheek. “We’ll be fine. Right, guys?”

      “Yeah, we got this, Favor,” Ryen replied, giving me a thumbs up as he pulled out his phone and got to work. “I’ll just order an UberXL.”

      “Already working on it,” Hale said, eyes glued to his own phone.

      Ryen lifted an eyebrow. “Not if I order one first. Race you!”

      Their antics were for my benefit and I knew it, but it still warmed my heart and brought a smile to my lips. None of it relieved my panic though.

      “What are the odds we’ll find two XLs in time to make our flight? You know we and our luggage won’t fit into just one.”

      “This is L.A.,” Kellum said, “I’m surprised one isn’t here already.”

      He frowned at his slashed tires and huffed, shaking his head. “I can’t believe this. And right before we leave, so there’s nothing I can do about it.”

      “I’ve been telling Max for years he needs to move the office,” Ash groused, crossing his arms and leaning against Kellum’s cockeyed SUV. “This part of town has been going downhill for decades. Figures this would be the day some kids with nothing better to do would choose to hit.”

      Before anyone could reply to that, an absolutely massive SUV pulled into the lot with an Uber sticker in the windshield. The heavily-tinted driver’s side window slid down as it pulled up next to us. A cheery Rufus grinned at us.

      “Party of six headed to LAX?”

      Kellum’s jaw dropped. “Rufus? Are you…”

      “Entitled to a earn money on the side from a third job? I should hope so. You know what rent is like around here. Never an idle moment.”

      “You have got to talk to Max about Rufus’s salary,” Ryen whispered to me as we transferred our luggage from Kellum’s rig to Rufus’s.

      “You read my mind,” I murmured back, relief washing away my anxiety and replacing it with love for Max’s kindhearted enforcer.

      We piled into the huge vehicle and I wound up happily wedged between Ash and Hale in the third row of seats. Rufus consulted his phone, perched on a dash mount, then turned to smile at all of us.

      “Talk about a miracle. No traffic! You guys timed it just right.”

      He pulled out onto Pico, and so started the first leg of our journey. It reminded me of our ride to Ventura County. It felt like a lifetime ago but couldn’t have been more than two weeks. While what happened when we got there could only be classified as a nightmare, the ride itself was a sweet, comforting memory. We’d spent the time getting to know each other and holding hands, like sweethearts from a previous century.

      As happy as I was that Rufus rescued us in such a timely manner, my heart still thumped in my chest from the fear I’d felt, not to mention the fear of what we’d find in Romania. Desperate for more comfort from my guys, I slipped my hand into Hale’s on my right. His lips curved up into a soft smile as he squeezed my fingers, though he didn’t bother looking at me. It wasn’t necessary. This simple touch fulfilled all we needed in that moment.

      I patted my left hand on the seat until I found Ash’s. He didn’t pull away, but that’s about as much as he gave me. His hand lay clammy and limp in mine, not rejecting yet not reacting.

      His head remained firmly turned away, staring out the window as the city whizzed past. If I didn’t know better, I would have said he looked bored. Or pissy. It was hard to tell these days.

      The sounds of soft classical pouring from the speakers allowed me to focus solely on Ash, cautiously reaching out to him with my mind. I didn’t want the others to know I was uneasy about Ash’s attitude, not at this moment anyway.

      This time I got nothing, not even static. It felt like a huge wall had been erected between us, blocking me out completely. I pulled away, not wanting to intrude if he needed some emotional privacy and tried to focus on the affection pouring off Hale as his thumb stroked the back of my hand.

      But I couldn’t stop thinking about Ash. Why would he cut me off like that, especially after what happened this morning? It felt almost as if he was angry — not at me, but certainly at something — and I was being punished for being the closest person. Was he really that guy? I hoped and prayed I was misreading the signals, if we ever were alone long enough for me to ask.

      The day had started with such promise, but now the best news I could hope for was no traffic on the 405.
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      By the time the stretch SUV pulled up to the curb outside the international terminal at LAX, I was so filled with anxiety that I was having a difficult time remembering to breathe. This evening was quickly spiraling into some seriously grim mental territory as my various worries and concerns swarmed my brain like killer bees.

      Ash’s cool mood had only grown colder as we’d sped down the 405 without a single slow-down — a minor miracle. Traffic approaching LAX had also moved smoothly and far more quickly than anyone could have hoped. Everyone else seemed relieved that our short delay at the office wasn’t going to prevent us from making our flight, while Ash’s expression grew more and more sour as he stared out his window.

      His attitude only added to the acid churning in my stomach because I had no idea what had shifted between us. They’d all known about each other, and not a single one of them had ever hinted at feelings of jealousy. Even now, his behavior didn’t seem jealous so much as pissed off. The question was why.

      Maybe Ash had been hoping I’d be his keeper, not Hale’s. That might explain why he’d been glaring at his twin earlier. It was a stretch, because he’d been pretty damn aggressive in the bedroom this morning. If he’d wanted a typical keeper and dragon relationship, he wouldn’t have slept with me.

      What really alarmed me, though, was how effectively he was able to cut me out of his head. On the nearly silent ride to the airport, I’d tested my skills, tapping into each one of my boys’ heads, just to make sure I could do it. I couldn’t read their minds, but when I connected with one, I sensed that man’s personality as strongly as if it were my own, and a general understanding of their emotions leaked through. Even though my link to Hale paled in comparison to the others, I still sensed the very same things from him.

      Not Ash. He’d somehow blocked me, inflicting a deep crack in my heart, mostly because I had no idea why. It set my teeth on edge not to feel connected to all of them, especially when we were together.

      Of course, all of this was the cherry on top of a sundae of worry. Zoe was lost and alone somewhere in a foreign country, terrified out of her wits. And now we were headed into enemy territory without all of us being on the same page. That scared the hell out of me.

      God only knew how many merciless, sharp-fanged, fire-breathing obstacles would lay in our path to Zoe. We only had a vague idea of what we were going up against, and if the reports collected in Lazlo’s folder were accurate, our enemies would be a force to be reckoned with. We were flying blind into the lair of the beast — many of them, actually. Our weir had already lost two dragons battling the jadokari, and I was keenly aware how fortunate we were none of my boys had been in the casualty count. There were no guarantees we’d be so lucky next time.

      As the others piled out of the rig, Danic offered me his hand, which I gratefully took. I didn’t need his help to get out of a car, but I did need the comfort and reassurance of his touch. His smile faltered when our hands touched, then he pulled me into a gentle embrace. I rested my face against his broad chest, letting the stress that had built up on the ride flow out of my body. Once I felt more at ease, I pulled back and smiled up at him.

      “Thanks, I needed that.”

      His gaze searched my face, probably for an answer to his unspoken question of what was wrong with me. Despite getting to the airport in record time, the unloading zone was still utter chaos, with horns honking, traffic cops tooting their whistles, and a million bodies bustling about. Plus, we had a plane to catch. Now wasn’t the time.

      Lowering his head, he brushed his lips against mine, his tongue softly wetting my lips, before he claimed my mouth fully. Snaking my arms around his neck, I clung to him like a life preserver in a thrashing sea.

      “Uh, a little help?” Ryen snarked at us from around the back of the SUV.

      A few minutes later, our bags were piled on the curb, and Rufus stood awkwardly in front of our little group, shifting from side to side. As Ryen tapped away at his phone, Kellum pulled a thick wad of cash out of his wallet and handed it to Rufus. The big man’s brown eyes went wide with surprise, then he tried handing it back.

      “Ryen already paid through the app.”

      Kellum pushed his hand back. “Consider it a tip. You really saved our bacon tonight, Rufus. You earned it. And not just for tonight.”

      The mountain of a man smiled bashfully, his cheeks coloring with a ruddy blush. He met Kellum’s gaze, emotion rolling out of him so intensely that one didn’t even need dragon keeper powers to sense it.

      “Thank you, Kellum,” he said, stuffing the bills in his pocket and shoving his hand out to shake Kellum’s. “You’re a good man.”

      On the surface, it looked like a touching moment, but it was filled with an uncomfortable sense of finality. Like Rufus was not entirely expecting to ever see him again.

      My gut twisted into a knot at the thought. As he worked his way through the rest of us, his goodbyes held that same solemnity. When he reached me, I swore I saw moisture in his eyes, but he pulled me into a fierce hug before I could be sure. Startled by this sudden show of affection, I hung limp in his arms for a moment — feet dangling about a foot off the ground — before returning his embrace.

      When he finally set me back down, he sniffed loudly and wiped a hand across his nose, then gave me a watery smile. “You be extra careful, okay, Party Favor? And remember everything Max ever taught you. Promise me.”

      I swiped at my own tears and squeezed his hand in return. “I promise, Rufe. We’ll see you soon, okay?”

      He nodded but kept his lips pressed together hard as he held his emotions in check. Then he climbed back into the driver’s seat and gave us a wave as he merged back into the flow of traffic.

      “Okay,” Kellum said as he picked up his bag, “the flight starts boarding in about twenty minutes. We might need every second of that to get through TSA, so we’d better get a move on.”

      As we hurried into the terminal, past mile-long lines at the luggage check-in, Ryen shook his head. “Good thing we only brought carry-ons.”

      No way would we have made our flight if we’d had to check bags, and it was still an iffy proposition. TSA could be a total nightmare. Our luck had held since the tire-slashing incident, but I wasn’t foolish enough to assume the rest would be smooth sailing. This was only the start of what I had no doubt would be a long and very difficult journey.

      But after half-jogging to the entry point of the TSA check point, we all slowed and breathed a sigh of relief. Hitching ourselves to the back of a shockingly short line, I felt the tension slip away and my heart slow to a calmer pace.

      “Oh, we got this,” Danic said, wrapping an arm around my shoulder and giving me a supportive squeeze.

      “And it seems to be moving pretty fast,” agreed Hale, craning his neck toward the head of the line.

      “Let’s just hope none of those folks cause an international incident before we get through the scanners,” Ryen joked.

      “You’d think by now people would know not to bring pointy stuff on planes,” I said, relief allowing me to finally smile.

      “You must have more faith in the intelligence of the average flyer than I do,” he chuckled.

      Meanwhile, Kellum was doing a head count and a luggage count, as though he was somehow worried that we might have lost our stuff or a person along the way. He seemed nervous, which was odd for Kellum. Normally he was the kind of guy who could be at peace in any situation. He was perpetually caught in the eye of a storm, the anchor to logic and reason that the rest of us so sorely needed. But right now, something was troubling him. He kept glancing around at all of us, but most frequently Ash.

      My heart skipped a beat. Maybe he was sensing whatever was going on with Ash too. Not that I could ask him about it at the moment.

      “Speaking of packing,” Ryen said, dropping a wink at me, “I hope you remembered to pack your bikini, Favor. Rumor has it the Black Sea is famous for its primo beaches.”

      Danic’s eyes lit up at the suggestion. “And sunscreen. I plan on tracking down a nude beach while we’re there, and it would be a shame if you burned your sweet buns.”

      Despite the stress in my life, I couldn’t stop a giggle from escaping. “You’re both ridiculous, you know that. I’ve never heard that Romania is famous for its nude beaches.” I frowned. “Is it?”

      The sad fact was that I had no idea if Romania had nude beaches. Frankly, I didn’t even know if it had beaches at all. My grasp of global geography was severely lacking. I’d like to blame my pitiful upbringing and the public education system, but the fact of the matter was that since I’d had no hope of ever traveling any farther than the West Coast, I hadn’t paid much attention in school.

      The guys chuckled at my question, probably assuming I was playing dumb. I decided to let them think that. Better than proving I was dumb!

      Moving forward in the line fairly quickly, the tension in the group lightened. Even Ash seemed perkier now that we were so close to our destination. The guys took great joy in guessing what I’d packed, from a hairdryer to a curling iron to a Ouija board — the last one courtesy of Ryen. Then Ash got a devilish look and I knew he wanted in on the action. The stress of the day must have got to him and now he was reverting back to his normal self, thank goodness.

      “Hey Favor, did you remember to pack your bomb?” he asked, his voice carrying across the entire line of travelers. Every last one of them turned to us with wide eyes.

      Ash laughed uproariously as the rest of us gawked at him in shock.

      “Ash!” Kellum hissed.

      Ryen’s eyes darted around before flaying Ash alive with his gaze. “What the hell is wrong with you, dude?”

      Ash wiped his eyes and settled into chuckles. “Oh, calm down. It was just a joke.”

      “Ash,” I said, grabbing his arm hard and pulling him down toward me, “you can’t say that stuff in an airport!”

      “Yeah, man, you could get us into trouble,” Hale said quietly.

      As if on cue, a squad of several burly TSA agents bore down on us, pushing the other folks in line out of the way to surround us. The leader of the pack glowered at Ash and quietly said, “Sir, you need to come with us.”

      My instinct to protect my guys remained as strong as ever, despite Ash’s odd behavior today. I jumped in front of him, giving the TSA guy a pleading look.

      “I’m so sorry, sir. He was making a really bad joke.” I glanced back at an unconcerned Ash, then added. “He’s never flown before. It won’t happen again.”

      The man ignored me and gave Ash a hard look. “Sir. Now.”

      “No, please!” I cried. “It was just a joke!”

      The guy finally met my eyes. “Terrorism is nothing to joke about, miss.” Then he reached for me too.

      Kellum, Ryen, Danic and Hale tried to push their way in front of me, and I had no doubt they were trying to form a protective circle around me. But the agents weren’t having any of it.

      “You’re all together?” the lead agent asked, his eyes narrowing at the threat of five very muscular dudes who most definitely didn’t want to go with them to the tiny back room where they did god-only-knew-what to suspects.

      Danic stepped forward, his expression defiant. “We are. And you can’t just drag them away over a stupid joke.”

      “Sir, we can do whatever we think is in the best interest of public safety. Now come with us, all of you.”

      “Please, listen,” Kellum pleaded. “Our flight is boarding in fifteen minutes. It’s of vital importance we’re on that flight.”

      “Nothing is more important than the safety of our passengers,” the agent growled. “Now are we going to do this the easy way, or are you going to force us to do it the hard way? The choice is yours.”

      Of course, we knew dragons trumped the best and the strongest the TSA had to offer, but it wasn’t as if the guys could just shift and make it all better. Doing so would only make things a thousand times worse. With defeated sighs, we followed where they led, hoping against hope that if we cooperated, we still might make our flight.
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      Three long hours later, we were escorted out of the airport terminal and deposited on the curb to wait for our ride. The interrogation had been intense and left us all exhausted and frustrated. Not to mention royally pissed off at Ash.

      The agents had interviewed us together and separately, focusing mostly on Ash, since he’d been the one to talk about a bomb, but also quizzing us on all manner of subjects. The metal chairs had been hard and uncomfortable, probably on purpose to make criminals break faster. But we weren’t criminals, and apparently our stories matched enough that they realized we weren’t terrorists.

      We just had an idiot in our midst.

      Ash’s dumb joke had cost us the last flight to Romania until the next day. That meant my best friend was at risk of torture — or worse — for yet another day.

      Nausea swelled in my belly, even though I hadn’t eaten anything since lunch. I was too stressed out to even cry…yet. I knew it would come eventually, but standing there as horns blared and a recording in multiple languages cheerily informed where passengers should be dropped off, all I felt was hopelessness.

      Kellum stood next to me, a solid support system if there ever was one. I leaned against him and he pulled me tight, which turned out to be serendipitous, because at that moment, my knees threatened to buckle out from under me. If he hadn’t been there, I would have crumpled to the ground in a hysterical puddle.

      No one spoke, but the negative mood swirling around us like a thick miasma affected me on a cellular level. And no one in the world could alleviate it.

      We didn’t have to wait long for Rufus’s SUV to roll up to our bedraggled little group. The passenger’s side window rolled down, but instead of Rufus looking out at us, Lazlo sat behind the wheel. And he looked angry.

      “Get in,” he growled.

      Without a word, the boys loaded our thoroughly inspected bags in the back, and we all climbed in. Not willing to risk sitting next to Ash, I took shotgun and let the others pile in as they may. The moment Lazlo pulled onto the road leading away from the airport, he shot a dark look at Ash in the rearview mirror.

      “You absolute imbecile! What were you thinking?”

      “What?” Ash said, appearing cavalier, even after three hours of being interrogated by the federal government.

      “You know exactly what you did. You’ve endangered your brother, your cousins, and the entire weir with your carelessness. You know better than to attract the attention of human authority figures. You’re lucky they didn’t haul you off to jail!”

      “Oh, take it easy,” Ash groaned as he rolled his eyes. “It was just a joke.”

      “Exactly! You threatened the lives and safety of everyone for the sake of a joke.”

      “Relax, we didn’t get arrested. It’s not my fault nobody has a sense of humor anymore.”

      My own rage took hold and I swiveled in my seat to face him. “It wasn’t fucking funny, Ash! Zoe is depending on us and you don’t seem to give two shits!”

      A flicker of something that resembled remorse shone in his face, then he turned away to stare out the window, as sullen as ever. I could tell my rebuke hurt his feelings, but I didn’t care. It was about time something pierced the static surrounding his heart.

      “Can we all take a deep breath and calm down?” Kellum broke in softly. “All this yelling won’t help us now.”

      The tension in the rig grew so thick I could barely breathe. I couldn’t even look at Ash without rage boiling up inside me. Out of the silence, Lazlo spoke again, this time his tone resigned.

      “Perhaps the delay was auspicious.”

      Ryen, whose good humor had evaporated the minute the TSA had hustled us away, snorted. “How the hell could it be a good thing? We’re probably on a watch list now.”

      Lazlo took his attention off the road to focus on me. “Because the jadokari have sent their demands.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I thought I’d reached my limit for the number of things that could go wrong in a single day, but I was wrong. Things could always get worse. That was even more true in the dragon world than in the old human life I’d left behind.

      Lazlo had driven us a short distance to a stunning mansion in Malibu. The trip through the neighborhood had reminded me of my drive to Bertram Trinkas’s Bel Air manor — had it only been a couple of weeks ago? It made me wonder why Uncle Max wasn’t as wealthy as his pals, especially since he was the weir’s casique. I pushed the fleeting thought away to focus on more important matters.

      Lazlo’s place resembled what I imagined a Tuscan villa might look like. Tan paint that verged on yellow, terra cotta roof tiles, hand-painted tile accents in the walkway that wound through a lush landscape of citrus trees and lavender bushes. The interior was tastefully decorated, no doubt by a professional, in a warm, welcoming fashion. It could have been featured in one of those fancy architectural magazines.

      We sat around a long table in a large, open-concept room whose largest wall consisted of windows. A fire crackled merrily in a gas fireplace on the other side of the room, though it did nothing to brighten anyone’s mood. The heavy wooden chairs surrounding the table were no more comfortable than the folding chairs in the TSA interrogation room, but freedom certainly made them feel better.

      The imperviousness of a moonless night hid the ocean view from us, but the sound of waves crashing on the beach easily penetrated the glass wall. The sunsets in this room must be amazing.

      Lazlo sat at the far end of the table and took a long drink from a glass of what I could only guess was incredibly expensive red wine. Granted, Two Buck Chuck was my price limit for wine, so pretty much anything seemed expensive to me.

      Lazlo’s keeper, Par’tia Niles, sat to his right, a file folder open in front of him. The rest of us sat on that end of the table, which could have easily held a half-dozen more of us. I sat to Lazlo’s left, with Hale next to me. Ash had chosen his seat wisely — as far from me as possible.

      “We received the jadokari’s demands while the lot of you were busy being questioned by the TSA,” Lazlo finally explained, having insisted on not discussing it until we reached the security of his home.

      “How?” Kellum asked.

      “Through a courier,” Niles answered.

      Danic’s expression clouded over. “And you didn’t hold him?”

      “The courier was from a local service,” Niles explained haughtily. “She had no information to share on how the message had been delivered to her company. A call to the service confirmed it had arrived through the mail, with cash as payment.”

      “Wait, they used snail mail?” Ryen chortled.

      I couldn’t help smiling at his attempt at levity. From the corner of my eye, I caught Niles glowering at me before he returned his gaze to his file folder.

      “Well, what do they want?” Kellum asked, cutting to the chase.

      Niles pulled a piece of paper from the folder and passed it to Lazlo.

      “About what you’d expect,” Lazlo said as he scanned the page. “Namely, Maximus, which we already knew. They also are asking for something called the guli.”

      Ryen shot me a look from the other side of the table. “Don’t they have enough ghouls over there already?” he asked, stroking his short beard as if he was serious. “Or did they mean gulags? Are they even a thing in Romania?”

      At my snicker, Niles narrowed his eyes at Ryen, then me.

      “How droll,” Lazlo said in a dull tone. “Do any of you have the faintest idea what this guli might be?”

      This was the perfect moment for a mind-meld with Kellum, and within two seconds, we decided to play dumb. Lazlo would want to know everything we knew about the Dragon's Heart, and we didn’t have the answers. No sense wasting time on it, when there was so much more to discuss.

      We all shrugged our ignorance, and I asked, “Anything else?”

      Lazlo frowned and shifted in his seat. When his eyes met mine, a chill rippled across my skin, drawing goosebumps on my arms. Hale wrapped an arm around my shoulder, giving Niles another chance to scowl his disapproval of our unconventional relationship.

      “Favor.”

      “Yes?” I said, returning my attention to Lazlo.

      “No, I mean, they also want Favor.”

      Danic jumped up on the other side of Hale and slammed his palms onto the table. “No way! Not an option!”

      One by one, my boys stood, pure rage written on their faces as they rounded the table to circle me as best they could. Ryen stood behind me, hands on my shoulders. Hale tightened his hold on me. Danic grabbed one hand while Kellum reached for my other. Even Ash stalked over to my side of the table, though he didn’t come close enough to touch me. I soaked up the strength from them, though I felt just a little empty without Ash touching me too — like the last piece of a puzzle had gone missing.

      “I have a proposition,” Ryen seethed. “Fuck them.”

      “That’s not going to happen, Lazlo,” Kellum said, his tone a little more even than his brother’s. “We dealt with that last time, and it turned into a fight that could have ended very badly for us.”

      “As much as I’m looking forward to breaking some necks on this trip,” Danic growled, “I’m not willing to risk Favor again, and that’s final.”

      Lazlo stood slowly and walked toward the pitch-black bank of windows. “We’re on the same side. I would never suggest putting Favor in harm’s way. However,” —he turned to face us— “might I remind you she’s not the only young lady in danger. The jadokari are capable of just about anything to make their point.”

      “And what’s your point?” Ash snapped.

      He’d grown larger and his eyes flashed an unnatural neon green. Even his skin seemed to take on a tinge of green. His dragon was close to the surface, which seemed like misplaced anger to me. But of course he was a bit of a mystery suddenly.

      “You would do well to keep everyone’s interests in mind, Ash,” Lazlo said, more firmly this time.

      “No! Favor belongs to us!”

      As much as I appreciated his show of loyalty, I didn’t much care for being told I belonged to anyone. Before I could object, he continued his tirade.

      “I’m not about to hand her over to some crazy Europeans!” Ash had grown several inches taller and his body shape was changing by this point. His fingernails lengthened until they resembled the claws I knew they’d turn into if he shifted fully. Everyone stared at him in surprise.

      Except Lazlo.

      He watched Ash closely, his gray eyes growing pale as his body thickened and expanded, the seams of his casual clothing popping and snapping like crazy. His normally olive-hued skin darkened, verging on army green. Even his face partially morphed, stretching outward into what would become an impressive snout. Puffs of smoke snorted out of his nose, filling the room with a smell of a bonfire.

      “Enough!” he bellowed, his voice thick and low and gravelly, his upper lip pulled back in warning. “Before you start mouthing off, might I remind you why you’re all here instead of on your flight!”

      Ash stumbled backward, his scaly hand clutching at the table for support. He immediately shrank back into his fully human form, and as soon as he was himself again, Niles laid a hand on Lazlo’s arm and murmured something close to his ear — as close as he could get anyway, since Lazlo’s head was too far out of reach. The temporary casique maintained his fiery glare for a moment longer, then turned his attention to his keeper and huffed out one last snort of smoke before resuming his natural shape. Niles bustled off into the depths of the home before Lazlo returned to his seat, smoothing his slightly ruffled steel gray hair.

      Part of me instinctively wanted to jump to Ash’s defense, but the rest of me still fumed over what he’d done at the airport. Aside from the mind-blowing sex this morning, he’d been a crab-ass most of the day, and I refused to defend that kind of behavior, no matter how desperately I loved him.

      The others returned their seats too, quiet and thoughtful after the dragony display that was tantamount to who had the bigger dick. In this case, Lazlo Aurelia won handily. No surprise since he was a mature dragon who’d seen more than a “youngster” like Ash could even dream of.

      Niles hurried in with a change of clothes for his dragon, but Lazlo waved him away. “I don’t think we have much more to discuss, so no need for me to change. Though I do regret damaging my favorite slacks.”

      He looked down at his lap and spread the now-torn panels of fabric over his thighs. His shirt, a casual button-down, had fared even worse and hug off him in tatters.

      “We still need to figure out our next step, specifically how we’re going to get to Romania,” Kellum said quietly, keeping his tone respectful.

      Lazlo waved his hand again, as if it was nothing to worry about. “I’ve arranged for a private jet bright and early tomorrow, so we should probably head for bed—”

      “Wait,” Ryen interrupted, leaning forward so he had a better view of his boss. “You had a private jet at your disposal this entire time and you were going to make us fly coach?”

      Hopefully Lazlo knew Ryen as well as I did and wouldn’t take offense to his impertinent question.

      “I was hoping you all could fly under the radar, so to speak. Six people flying coach on a commercial flight is a vacation. Nine employees of a world-renowned private investigation firm on a privately chartered plane might catch the attention of the wrong people. Unfortunately, we can’t afford another delay like tonight’s.”

      He shot another dark glare at Ash to drive his point home.

      “Nine?” Danic asked, glancing around the table as if he was counting. “We’re only five.”

      Niles took over for his boss. “Four of our best enforcers will be joining you on the flight. They’ll be at your disposal to assist as needed.”

      “They’re being pulled from important assignments,” Lazlo added, “so don’t cut them out of the loop or insult them.”

      “We’ll be gentle,” Ryen said with a smirk, then gave Danic — who looked personally affronted at the idea of others joining our adventure — a quick head shake.

      I sensed Lazlo was about to break up the meeting, but there was one more piece of business to finalize. And only I could do it.

      “I want every one of you to understand something. I’m going.”

      Seven pairs of eyes turned toward me and the weight of them only steeled my resolve. It had come as no surprise to me that the jadokari had demanded me as part of the ransom demand. Not that I had any intention of handing myself over again, like I did yesterday. I’d been stupid to trust that Titus would keep his word, and I wouldn’t fall for it again, but if it came to it, I’d sacrifice myself for Zoe in a heartbeat.

      “If that means borrowing money from Aunt Shirley to buy my own ticket or flagging down the next dragon I see flying by and making promises my poor ass can’t keep to get him to fly me there, I’ll do whatever it takes. If you’d all like to be there to save said ass when the water gets too hot, I’d welcome you with open arms. But if a single one of you even thinks about sneaking off without me…”

      I’d never forget the sight of Zoe crying on that filthy mattress. Nothing would stop me from trying to rescue her, and they needed to know exactly how serious I was about this point of contention. I allowed my gaze to fall on each one of my boys, with my final penetrating glare lingering on Ash longer than the rest. When he shifted uncomfortably, I knew my message had hit home.

      “…there will be hell to pay.”

      I crossed my arms and sat with a stony expression to show them just how serious I was. Lazlo watched the scene unfold with a curious look in his eyes and a smile tickling his lips. An uneasy silence hung over us, until one by one, the guys agreed with simple, mute nods.

      Even Ash.

      “Now that that’s settled,” Lazlo said, clapping his hands and rubbing them together with a satisfied smirk, “I think it’s time we brought this whirlwind of a day to an end. You need your rest for what you’re about to face. If you thought Titus and his guys were bad…”

      He let the implied threat of our imminent death and destruction hang in the air for a second before standing, the cue for the rest of us to follow suit.

      “Gentlemen, you know where the guest rooms are. I trust you will find Favor suitable accommodations.”

      He didn’t wait for an answer, he simply turned and headed for the long, wide staircase leading upstairs. Niles walked beside him, the pair murmuring to one another quietly, before the keeper peeled off and left through the front door. He never even said goodbye.

      “Time for bed,” Ryen said, waggling his eyebrows at me. “Aw, but sad news. There are only five guest rooms. Are we gonna play rock-paper-scissors for who gets to bunk up?”

      Kellum dragged his brother from his chair by the arm. “We’ll figure it out once we get there.”

      I let them all head in the apparent direction of the guest rooms but hung back to stand in front of the fire. I stared into the flickering depths of red and yellow and black, recalling the battle that had ended with Zoe being flown to the ends of the earth. For as long as I lived, I’d never be free of the image of Titus being scorched to death by my guys. As relieved as his passing made me, I also struggled with a sense of loss that one more dragon life had been extinguished. And for what?

      I really had no idea, because I didn’t fully understand the jadokari’s motivations in the slightest. Following that mage guy, Vazha, made no sense to me, especially considering he’d been dead for a couple of centuries now. But it probably wasn’t much different from the modern-day morons who thought Hitler was a swell guy.

      Footsteps echoed in the empty space. I didn’t even need to turn round to know it was Hale. He joined me in front of the fire and remained quiet for a few moments, then his hand slipped into mine.

      “Everything okay?”

      I ached over the sweetness in his soul. Some girls didn’t like guys like that — they wanted alpha males and bad boys — but Hale’s thoughtfulness hit me right in the ticker.

      I gave him a weary smile. “I’m fine. I just needed a minute. Alone.”

      Worry crinkled his brow. “Would you like me to go?”

      He started to pull away, but I refused to let go of his hand. Instead, I maneuvered him behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist. I sighed and leaned back against him. He stood stiffly for a second, then settled into the snuggle.

      “That’s better,” I breathed on a contented sigh.

      We remained like that for what seemed like a long time, staring into the flames and absorbing each other’s essence. After a time, his chest hitched as he chuckled.

      “You suppose Niles and Lazlo ever cuddle in front of fires?”

      I tried to imagine such a scene and couldn’t muster it. “Somehow, I don’t think that’s part of their relationship. But it seems to be with ours. So you know, huh?”

      “That it looks like you’re my keeper, now that the rest of them are out of the running? Yeah, it didn’t take a genius to figure it out. I am curious though.”

      “Hmm? About what?”

      “Whether or not that pleases you.”

      “Honestly, I’m not sure how to feel. The idea of being your keeper sounds amazing…on paper.”

      “Oh?”

      I hurried on so he wouldn’t get a complex. “But we both know what that means, and I’m not sure…”

      He didn’t push me, he simply waited patiently for me to gather my thoughts.

      “Max told me to get to know all of you, hinting that one of you must be my dragon. Our collective connection is too strong for it to be otherwise.”

      “But?” he prompted, knowing there had to be a “but.”

      “But…I don’t really want to be your keeper.”

      He stiffened and I sensed his confusion at my words. I turned in his arms, wrapping mine around his waist, and opened myself to him.

      “Because I want you. If I’m your keeper, we can’t have that relationship — at least according to Max and everything I’ve ever heard about dragon keepers — and I’m not entirely sure I can keep my distance from you much longer.”

      Happiness flared in his eyes as he tightened his hold on me. Our bodies melded together as if they were made for that very purpose.

      “Not gonna lie, I’ve been feeling the same way. Don’t get me wrong, I think you’ll be an amazing keeper, but…”

      “But?” I whispered, my gaze locked on his lush lips.

      His head lowered slowly, as if giving me a chance to back out, which was so not going to happen. We both wanted this, more deeply than either of us were ready to admit. Of course, that only made the prospect more enticing.

      His lips brushed against mine, his warm breath heating me up to a thousand degrees. “But…I want you too.”

      I couldn’t hold myself in check any longer. I lunged to meet his kiss, pulling him to me until we were fully engulfed in our mutual passion. Then someone cleared his throat behind us.

      Jerking away from each other as if we’d been caught doing something wrong, we looked around until we found Kellum standing in the doorway leading to the guest rooms. His expression was unreadable, and I wasn’t able to get control of my wits before he smiled broadly and jerked his head back toward the guest wing.

      “We’re settling in for the night. Your room is the first on the left.”

      He turned to leave but Hale called to him before he disappeared. “What about my room?”

      Kellum turned back and winked. “Same.”

      And then he was gone.

      We stood staring at the empty place he’d been for a long moment, then Hale scooped me into his arms, grinning like a man who was about to get very lucky. My own heart fluttered as he carried me to our room, happy that my worries would be chased into the corners of my mind. At least for a little while.
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      After the treatment Ash had given me, I half-expected Hale to throw me down on the bed and surprise me with a rough, domineering session too. But he couldn’t have been more different from his brother. He carried me into the guest room with a strong yet gentle grip, nuzzling my neck as he pushed the door open with his butt.

      The guest room was every bit as lavish as the rest of the house. I’d never been in a master bedroom so swanky, much less a spare room. A plush red velour blanket draped over the California king bed. A matching gold and crimson rug looked just as soft and smooshy. The wall opposite the bed was one giant mirror, which would have reflected the view, had the wall of windows not been pitch black. Hale laid me on the bed gently, his smile so warm it almost felt as if I was still in front of the fire.

      “I’ve always wanted to see you in a place like this,” he said, his voice thick with emotion.

      I smirked up at him as he sat on the edge of the bed, gazing down at me. “What, in a bed?”

      His soft chuckle tightened my nipples to diamond points. “Of course, that. But I meant someplace luxurious, with all the amenities.”

      “Why?” I asked, propping my head up on my elbow.

      “You deserve so much more than you got, Favor.”

      “You’re joking, right? I’ve got five incredibly gorgeous guys to take care of me through deadly supernatural intrigue. What more could a girl ask for?”

      Hale’s green eyes sparkled with mirth as he stared down at me. “You deserve more. You deserve everything.”

      A bubbly sensation worked its way up my chest as we simply looked at each other, our love needing no more words. I reached up, taking his strong, defined jaw in my hands and pulled him down to me. He tasted sweet and smelled vaguely of Tahitian vanilla. Our tongues brushed against one another, testing the waters, making sure this felt right.

      Good god, did it!

      As his hand drifted up my side and under my shirt, I thought, So much for being his dragon keeper. Then he found my breast and I forgot what a dragon even was. Hell, I forgot what thinking was. The only things in the world at that moment were Hale, me, and our shared adoration.

      He laid down next to me and we took our time exploring each other. Lips pressing against lips, tongues dancing the tango, hands diving deep, learning all the ways each of us enjoyed being touched. His warm fingers gently peeled my shirt over my head, leaving me exposed in a way I should have been used to but which left me feeling bashful.

      I didn’t need to worry. Hale looked at me as if I was a piece of fine art, his green eyes filled with lust and undying affection. I could gain a hundred pounds and he’d still love me. I could lose all my powers and he’d still love me. I could grow old and wrinkly and saggy and he’d still love me with every ounce of his being. In Hale’s eyes, I was the most beautiful and precious objet d’art to ever exist.

      That kind of love changes a girl.

      Relaxing into his gaze, I smiled and tried to send back to him all the love he was offering me. As much as I would have enjoyed being his keeper, every cell in my body glowed with happiness that I wasn’t. That I could be his. Fully and truly his. Forever his.

      Hale lowered his head and claimed my lips, softly and with such caring I almost came right then and there. I buried my fingers in his shaggy blond hair as his hands roamed my body, setting my skin on fire — and I was still almost fully clothed.

      But not for long. His fingers paused at the button to my jeans, and before I even realized what was happening, he was tugging them down my hips. I helped him along by shimmying out of them, kicking off my tennies at the same time I kicked off the jeans. I lay before him in the only matching bra and panties set I had left. Part of me hoped he’d destroy them as a couple of the others had done, but I knew better.

      His breath caught in his throat as his gaze slid down my nearly naked body, admiring and appreciating, like a true artist. Moving over me, he hooked his index fingers under the waistband of my panties and slid them so gently down my thighs that the feather-light friction shot bolts of heat to my core. Funny how such a light touch could be so powerful.

      Once the lower half of me was laid bare, he slid his hands behind my back and my bra disappeared somewhere over his shoulder. He kneeled over me, his sensitive gaze drinking me in. When he lowered his head and started kissing his way down the middle of my chest, I grabbed his shoulders and stopped his southward progress.

      “No,” I whispered hoarsely. “You first.”

      I’d learned a trick or two from my other guys, so I took him by surprise by flipping him over on his back. He lay in the middle of the bed, sprawled wide and staring at me with startled green eyes. The dark fleck in his right eye deepened almost to solid black. I lowered myself until every spare inch of my flesh touched every spare inch of his. My hands slid along the inside of his arms, pushing them over his head, until our fingers entwined.

      This time I claimed his lips, softly and with great care. His cock throbbed behind his thick jeans and my body ached to take him inside me, but I had other plans for Hale. Breaking away, I moved just enough to tug his shirt over his head. His plush lips quirked upward as he helped me.

      The peaks and valleys of his upper body entranced me. My fingers skimmed across his firm pecs and the slab of his abdomen. I suspected that if he flexed just the right way, he’d sport a solid six-pack, but he was far too relaxed for such vanity. He’d let his eyes fall closed, enjoying my attention-giving as much as I was. Only I wanted to see everything so I kept my eyes wide open.

      The head of his cock peeked from the waistband of his jeans, which didn’t look very comfortable. I considered it my duty to rectify the situation. First, with a quick kiss to let it know everything would be okay in due time. He gasped in response, so then I flicked my tongue against it, just to gauge his reaction. Judging by the way he buried his fingers in my hair, he liked it.

      Before I even knew it, his jeans and boxer briefs joined my clothes on the floor, and he lay before me with his hands tucked behind his head, watching me with sparkling eyes.

      My god.

      How could each one be so different from the next, yet just as sexy? It was all I could do not to hop on for the ride of my life.

      No.

      This wasn’t about simply working off some anxiety or succumbing to the inevitable. This union held the promise of so much more. It was no more or less special than making love to the others, but it was different. That much I couldn’t deny.

      As my hands ran up and down his body, exploring every inch of him, I accepted that sex with Hale would close the circle. He was the last of the five, and the importance of this moment loomed over me. Not like a black cloud, but like graduation day, when my future held more promise than I could ever imagine. Despite the fact I had no clue what the outcome would be, my heart thudded in anticipation.

      “Favor,” he murmured, his voice thick with desire, his eyes pleading with me.

      “Shh,” I hissed as I lowered myself to his chest and started licking my way down his body.

      Each nip and suck and kiss drew gasps and twitches and moans from Hale, yet he kept his hands firmly under his head. Until I reached his cock, that is. The moment my lips wrapped around him, his hands found my hair again, burying themselves deep as I licked and slurped and sucked and massaged his shaft. I wanted to swallow him up, to show him how much I loved him and his gentle nature.

      He grew ever harder against my tongue, even as I gulped him deeper and deeper down my throat, until his balls pulled tight and he groaned in ecstasy. I bobbed on him until I drew every ounce of his bliss from him, and then some.

      I couldn’t get enough. I wanted to taste him again and again. To draw from him the essence of his love for me. To show him that just because he might have been last in the line-up, I would want him always and forever, exactly as I did now.

      His body convulsed against me as I continued drawing every ounce of pleasure from him, until he grabbed me under my arms and pulled me up along his body so he could kiss me. His tongue dipped into my mouth, tasting me tasting him, and I moaned against him.

      Rolling me onto my back, Hale’s lips never left mine, even as his hands skimmed down my belly and found my most tender of spots. I arched against his hand and my eyes rolled back in my head as he played me like a fiddle. Soon his lips joined his fingers, after a lengthy detour to give my nipples some much-needed attention.

      As his tongue flicked and dipped and stroked, his fingers delved into me, teasing me, readying me. I rocked against his hand as he brought me closer to climax. Throwing my legs over his shoulders, he kissed me gently, his tongue coaxing me to the edge until I erupted against his mouth, grinding against his talented tongue until my body went slack under him and each touch felt like a grenade exploding inside my head.

      Before I could so much as pant a “Thanks,” Hale moved his body upward until he could kiss me again, my ankles up drawn up toward his ears. I felt his need press against my entrance, hard as steel, despite his earlier release. God bless young men — no matter how old they were!

      His eyes locked onto mine as his body quivered above me, pinning me down, but ready to move if I needed space. I most certainly did not. Hooking my heels on his ass, I pressed hard, guiding him into me.

      Slowly.

      Deliciously.

      Fully.

      I clenched around him, which jerked him back into the moment. With great care, he moved inside me, always watching my face for any sign of discomfort. The only discomfort I had was the insatiable need to have him inside me for all eternity.

      We rocked together slowly, in perfect time with each other, our hands always moving, always exploring, always squeezing every extra inch of bliss out of the other. Our two bodies entwined into one undulating mass of limbs and flesh and love until the pressure built to tipping point.

      I held back as long as I could, wanting to make this last forever, but the harder and thicker he grew inside me, the closer I came. Then he slipped a hand between our bodies and his thumb strummed my clit like a mandolin.

      I clenched again, this time harder, more prolonged. Hale rocked into me faster and deeper, driving both of us toward the edge of reason.

      “Favor,” he breathed in my ear as he thrust into me relentlessly. “I love you so much.”

      My fingernails dug into his shoulders at his words, tears of joy pricking behind my eyes. Seconds passed like hours, taking me to new heights, until at last a golden burst of energy radiated out from my thighs and into the universe. He groaned in my ear, and I felt his cock throbbing inside me, his balls pulsing against my heated pussy.

      Then something new and different happened. My vision splintered into a billion glittering shards, and then the world went dark.
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      I open my eyes to darkness, but the pungent scent of smoke fills my nostrils and makes me cough. No, it’s more than smoke that burns my throat, but I can’t identify the other offending smells. My skin itches too.

      Blinking hard, I command my eyes to see, and suddenly I’m in an unfamiliar room. Rough wood surrounds me in a circle. A thatched roof shields the stars from my view. Coals glow in a circular pit in the middle of the room.

      No, not a room. A…hut? It looks straight out of a display at a museum, complete with a rough-hewn table and chair, a heavy locked chest tucked under it, herbs drying in the rafters, and a very uncomfortable straw mattress under my body. But I’m not in some kind of interpretive historical display. I’m here. Wherever — and whenever — here might be.

      Sitting up on the straw bed, I see the reason for my itching. A shapeless woolen shift covers my body. A cloak lays on the bare dirt floor next to me, so I wrap it around my shoulders to keep the night chill off my skin, even though I know it will be just as itchy as my shift.

      As I make my way to the lopsided door, I finally learn exactly why my throat burns. Rotten meat lay on a wooden platter on the table, the hunk of bread next to it turning into its very own ecosystem. Next to the door sits a pail. Judging by the stink of shit wafting up to me, I don’t want to inspect it any further.

      Pushing open the creaky door, I suck in a lungful of clean, fresh air before stepping outside. The black sky is lit only by a half-moon, low on the horizon, and a million more stars than I’ve ever seen before. There’s just enough light for me to take in my surroundings, which freezes me on the spot.

      I must be smack in the middle of a Renaissance fair. Muddy paths wind through a scattering of huts like the one I just exited. Livestock pens sit empty next to several of the huts, looking abandoned. Not a soul is in sight.

      I pull the rough woolen cloak tighter around my neck, as if it could fight off the chill rippling down my nerve endings. This isn’t a Ren fair set. It’s a real medieval village, surrounded by dense forest.

      The sound of rattling chains catches my attention. I pick my way down a muddy path, ignoring the creepy feeling of gunk squirting between my toes. Sneaking to the back of the last visible hut, I peek around it and try not to breathe.

      It’s not hard, once I take in the scene before me.

      The rattling comes from chains attached to the necks of two small dragons, bound to massive boulders. They’re surrounded by several tall standing stones that remind me of Stonehenge, only much smaller in scale. A large flat block sits in front of the dragons, and they take turns breathing fire on it until it glows.

      In the light of their flames, I catch a glimpse of something circular on their necks. It takes a second to realize the circles have been burned into the dragons’ flesh, an intricate Celtic-style brand. I shudder again.

      With each blast of fire, the block grows redder and more ominous. On the outskirts of the rock circle, and at the very edge of the light from the dragon fire, lies another dragon, this one much larger. It doesn’t stir, and I know in my heart it’s dead. My stomach twists in anxious knots at the sight of its beautiful wings, torn and splayed at awkward angles. On the next blast of fire, I see a huge hole in its exposed chest.

      A human figure moves in the shadows, walking toward the glowing rock. A dark cloak shrouds his face, but my soul tells me I don’t want to see that face. Ever. Malice radiates from him. The man is the purest form of evil.

      He carries an object about the size of a basketball in his hands, only it’s not a sphere. It looks more oblong from where I’m standing. But even at this distance, I can see the thing dripping. My gaze flicks back to the dead dragon and the massive hole in its chest. I can’t hold back my pain. The tears come.

      As the man approaches the dragons, they stop blowing their fire, as if by silent command. The shrouded figure reverently lays the dragon's bloody heart in the center of the glowing stone, then takes a step back and raises his hands to the sky.

      The light of the moon only allows me a view of the man’s mouth, which moves quickly and purposefully. His chants reach my ears, but I can’t make sense of his words. Whatever language it is, I’ve never heard anything like it before. It sounds like complete gibberish, but I know they’re incantations. For what, I have no idea, other than evil intentions. Goosebumps pebble my skin and the urge to run away has never hit me so hard.

      He stops speaking, lowers his arms, and walks to the edge of the scorched earth surrounding the sacrificial stone. With a nod I barely see, he commands the dragons to release another stream of fire, which swallows the stone block and its new offering.

      The twin flames mingle into one massive burst that nearly blinds me. I squeeze my eyes closed against the brightness, and when I open them again, it’s daytime and I’m standing on the edge of a cliff.

      I gasp and stumble backward, terrified I’ll fall. And I do fall — right onto my butt, which gives me a view of my new wardrobe. The rustic shift has been replaced with long skirts, also made of dark wool, a loose white cotton shirt with blousy sleeves that reach my elbows, and a vest intricately embroidered in bright colors. Beautiful and infinitely more comfortable than the woolen shift, and centuries more modern than my previous dress, yet still centuries out of fashion.

      I stand and brush dirt from my rump, then something huge swoops right over my head. I scream and fall back to the ground, covering my head with my arms. Peeking through the cracks between my elbows, shock takes hold of me. I lower my arms, not because I’m no longer afraid, but because they won’t protect me.

      The pale blue sky is thick with dragons. I crawl to the edge of the cliff and see even more swarming down in the valley below. Two large beasts collide right in front of me, their hind claws ripping each other’s flesh, their sharp teeth sinking into each other’s necks. I scramble backward, but I can’t take my eyes off them.

      As they tear each other apart, blood gushing from fatal wounds, I spot the same Celtic symbol on one dragon’s neck, but the other hasn’t been branded. When they tumble to their deaths, locked in bloody battle, I scan the sky and realize the branded and unbranded are the two sides of this fight.

      “Noooo!” I scream into the air, but they can’t hear me. Either because this is a dream, or the sound of their own screeching drowns out mine.

      I watch, helpless, as a dragon rakes its claws down the side of another, blood pouring from the wounds. The injured dragon screams and flies straight for its opponent, only to be knocked out of the air by a third. The earth shakes under me as the hurt dragon slams into the cliffside and falls to the rocks below.

      A spurt of light draws my gaze away and I watch in horror as two beasts blow dragonfire at one another at the same instant, each engulfing the other. Their screaming, writhing, burning bodies spin away to join their slaughtered brethren. I can’t hold back my tears of grief and fear and outrage.

      Movement catches my eye and I turn to find the cloaked figure standing a short way from me. He doesn’t appear to notice me, or if he does, he ignores me. He wears the same cloak, even though centuries have passed. His hands are cupped, something glowing red from deep within.

      The urge to rush up and shove him off the cliff grips me, but I know instinctively there’s no point. I don’t know when I am, but I’m aware enough to know I’m in the past, living a slice of history long since forgotten. Nothing I did would change the terrible events unfolding before my eyes.

      The man fists the object in one hand and raises the other to the sky. When he opens his fist, a small heart-shaped rock lays in his palm, sparks of red pulsing from inside at a fast pace. My heart nearly stutters to stop. I know that rock! It’s what Max calls the Dragon's Heart and what Titus called the guli.

      With both hands raised high, he begins chanting in the same unrecognizable language. His face remains in the shadows of his cloak as his voice grows louder and more rhythmic. Once again, I have no idea what he’s saying, but the ache in my bones tells me it’s evil.

      With no warning, a dark shadow rushes past, blowing my hair around in its wake. A dragon the color of a lime swoops so close to the man I think it might actually knock him off the cliff, as I long to do. Instead, one taloned foot shoots down and snatches the stone from his hand.

      The beast screams as if it’s in agony yet holds tight to the Dragon's Heart as it powers away from the cliff. Then the man screams in fury, his hood shifting just enough for me to see the yellowed teeth he bares at the dragon. He throws his right arm back in a big arc, like a pitcher in a baseball game, but instead of a ball flying out of his hand, a blinding bolt of lightning shoots from his palm and hits the retreating dragon with its full force.

      I gasp in pain, sure I’m the one who’s been hit, but the dragon tumbles from the air. Its jaw hangs slack and its eyes stare lifeless into the sky as it falls to join its fellow dragons in the valley. The man’s grimace turns into a terrifying grin.

      It doesn’t last long though. A split second later, a brain-melting screech of rage sounds behind us. Both the hooded man and I spin around in surprise. We’re greeted by the sight of a much larger dragon with hate burning bright in its orange eyes and flames flickering from its nostrils.

      The man throws his arms up, no doubt a desperate attempt to cast some kind of spell, but the dragon releases its fire before the man can utter a single syllable. White-hot flames consume him, swallowing him for all eternity. The heat is too much for me to bear so I turn away, protecting my face with my arms.

      When I finally lower them, I’m on the valley floor, next to the lime green dragon. The stone lays near its feet, pulsing more slowly but no less ominously. The dragon who killed the man lands next to us and approaches the lifeless figure. Something about its eyes feels familiar. Then it hits me, and my knees almost buckle out from under me.

      Max.

      Even in his dragon form, I can tell he’s much younger, in his prime and rippling with enough power to make Danic jealous. Despite his leathery exterior, his grief is unmistakable. He steps toward the dead dragon and gently nudges its head with his snout. No reaction. It’s dead.

      Not “it.”

      Her.

      This is Max’s deceased mate lying before me, freshly dead, though she died over two hundred years before I was even born. My throat threatens to close up as a huge sob tears from my chest. I want to rush to him, to hold and comfort him, but I remind myself I’m not really here. And what comfort could I give an eternal being who’s just lost his mate?

      Max’s dragon leans in to her head and presses the side of his massive head against hers. Then he lifts his entire body toward the sky and releases a scream so full of pain and anger and sadness that my heart — along with the eardrums of anyone within a hundred miles — shatters.

      Once he finishes bellowing his mournful dirge, Max lowers his head and his orange gaze lands on the stone near his mate’s foot. He takes a step closer, moisture welling in one of his massive reptilian eyes, and lowers his head. A single tear the size of a grapefruit trails down his snout until it drops onto the Dragon's Heart. The stone becomes perfectly encased in the tear and hardens instantly.

      Max lowers his head as the chaos around us continues unheeded. I reach for him, but my hand passes right through him. The best I can do is cry next to him, wondering at the pain he must have felt for the last two centuries every time he looked at the brutal reminder of his mate’s death.

      My own tears blind me as Max’s grief becomes my own, then someone spins me around from behind. I struggle at first, but when strong arms envelope me, I relax into the embrace. Kellum’s distinctive spicy scent slows my tears until I can see again.

      I’m back in the foggy room that I saw in my last vision, Kellum smiling down at me. All my sadness melts into joy, then he spins me away from him, almost like a dance.

      I’m caught by Danic’s beefy arms. The fog swirls around our feet as he swings me in a circle, pressing his lips to my forehead. Then he releases me.

      That panicky sensation that’s a precursor to falling in your dreams starts to rise up in my chest, but it’s halted when Ryen captures me in his arms. I rise up to kiss him, but once again, I’m spinning away through the fog.

      Hale catches me next and swings me around like we’re lovers on a dance floor. I’ve never felt such happiness in my life, I never knew a person could feel so complete, so whole. I thought I already was, before I met my boys, but it was just one of a thousand things I’d been wrong about.

      When Hale lets me go, I fly away certain in the knowledge Ash will catch me in his tight, possessive grasp. I twirl once, twice, three times, still no Ash. I spin so fast, my feet get tangled up in each other and I trip. I reach out to catch myself, but there’s nothing to grab, only mist.

      I’m falling.

      And falling.

      And falling…
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      A heavy shroud had descended on the Aurelia mansion, as if the velvety night sky itself became detached from the heavens and sank down like a curtain around the house. Through the near-dead silence, the rhythmic rush and pull of the ocean’s tides acted like a balm on my nerves. I could see it clearly in my mind, the dark blue waves encroaching up to the sandy shore, then creeping back to sea to rebuild and storm the beach again. Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh, like the very heartbeat of the Earth itself. I tried to focus in on it, to find something natural and understandable, something constant in the swirling chaos that had descended upon us all in the past couple of days. Just when I started to think the maelstrom was winding down, the winds of life kicked up again. When it all resettled, everything was different. Everything was changing. Everything was transforming, including my five beloved dragons.

      And me.

      The gas-lit flames glowed in the fireplace in front of me. I sat facing it while Danic, Ryen, Kellum, and Hale sat in a semicircle arching around the fire, flanking me on either side. There was no sound in the house except the ocean’s sighs.

      After my tumultuous dream, I’d awakened to find Hale holding me close to his bare chest, stroking my hair and whispering soothing words. Once my hitching breaths had quieted, we’d both dressed quickly and hurried out to the living room, where the rest of the guys had been standing around waiting for us.

      Except Ash.

      “So…we all felt it, right?” Danic asked softly, looking around the semi-circle for confirmation.

      “I have no idea what it is, but yeah, we all felt it,” Ryen replied.

      “Obviously not everyone,” Hale said, a deep crease dug into his brow. “Lazlo and Ash aren’t here.”

      “That’s because neither of them were part of it,” Kellum answered.

      The fire cast his strong features in sharp relief. His brow furrowed and a little muscle in his jaw twitched with the frustration and confusion that we all felt. The calm one, the man who anchored us all, was worried. That was more than enough to set my nerves on edge.

      “What did it feel like for you guys?” I asked, not sure I was ready for the answer.

      Ryen leaned forward, his expression as serious as I’d ever seen it. “I can’t speak for the rest of them, but it felt as if I was in a regular ol’ dream. I was taking my old van from the ‘60s — remember that?” The others nodded. “I was taking it to a car wash, then…I wasn’t. It felt like I was ripped out of my dream and dropped into yours, Favor. It was pretty disorienting, as if dreams aren’t already disorienting enough.”

      “That’s weird,” I mused.

      “It was like when you’re listening to a pop station in the car,” Hale added, “but then you crest a hill or move just out of range and it switches to a totally different station playing country or classical. Totally jarring.”

      Danic bobbed his head in agreement. “Close. It was more like when you’re listening to the radio and someone calls and Bluetooth picks up. It was like Favor sent an emergency signal to my brain and it answered automatically.”

      Kellum stared at me with an inscrutable expression. “Just more proof how strong your powers are growing, Favor. Remember how hard it was for you to reach out to any one of us? Now it sounds like you can call to all of us at the same time without even realizing it.”

      “Apparently not all,” I grumbled, glancing over to the hallway to see if Ash might be lurking in the shadows.

      “But why now?” Ryen asked, his gaze bouncing between all of us.

      Hale’s cheeks grew beet red. “Do you think it’s because we…um, you know…”

      My heart warmed at his shyness, which I found endearing in so many ways. I reached out and grabbed his hand, smiling softly.

      “It’s okay, they all know.”

      The other three didn’t seem the least bit surprised, which eased Hale’s agitation. They knew the score, probably better than me. They were certainly taking the situation in stride, which was more than I could say for myself. What a strange concept to know you belong to five men, even when your inner feminist screams that you belong to no man, much less five!

      “Hale, you were the last one of us to have intimate contact with Favor,” Kellum pointed out, his tone almost comically clinical. “That has to mean something. The circle is complete.”

      Hale shifted uncomfortably. Clearly he was still uneasy discussing such private matters, but we needed to hash this all out to learn from it. I jumped in to save him the embarrassment.

      “Honestly, I thought I was supposed to be Hale’s keeper. It made sense, right? After sleeping with the rest of you, that only left him. Max said I’d be keeper to one of you, so I just assumed…”

      “He said that?” Kellum asked. “Those words?”

      I thought back, but my memory was sketchy about that first chat with Max. My powers had been weaker back then. “I guess it could have been more of a suggestion, but either way, he was wrong.”

      “Or…” Danic said, drawing out the word to focus all eyes on him. “Or Uncle Max knew from the start something special was happening between us.”

      I frowned. “You think he lied to me? I didn’t get that sense, and I can always tell when Max is lying. I think.”

      “Maybe not a lie,” Kellum added quickly. “Maybe more like a puzzle. He can be awfully cryptic.”

      “No joke,” I said with a snort. “I’ve been agonizing of which one of you is my dragon, and now it turns out it’s none of you.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up over it, Favor,” Hale said, giving my hand a squeeze before releasing it. “I’m not sure that even matters anymore.”

      “I know this is all still very new to you,” Kellum said, standing so he could pace around the little semi-circle, “but it seems that with every one of us you’ve slept with, your powers have intensified. Or am I off the mark?”

      I thought back over each encounter and what happened afterward. “That about sums it up.”

      “So perhaps your time with Hale was the catalyst that allowed us all to inhabit your head like that.”

      “But why?” Danic asked grimly.

      They all turned to me, as if expecting I had the answer. Yeah, right!

      “Don’t look at me! All I know is that the connection I feel with each of you has multiplied by a thousand since…Hale. Just before I fell into that weird dream, I was overcome by a sense of profound completeness. Like the missing puzzle piece had been snapped into place and I could finally see the entire picture. I must sound crazy.”

      “Not to me,” Hale interjected quickly, followed by Danic and Ryen.

      Kellum stopped behind me and massaged my shoulders. “It’s not crazy, Favor. It’s like nothing I’ve ever heard about, but the bond between us centers on you. It’s the same power that called us to your side in battle. The same unifying force that collected us to shield you so instinctively, like second nature.”

      It made some kind of sense, even though the entire thing still sounded nutso to me. I thought about my puzzle metaphor and realized it wasn’t entirely accurate.

      “I was wrong before. The puzzle isn’t complete. A chunk is missing that throws the whole thing out of focus.”

      “Ash,” they all said at once.

      “Where is he? Why didn’t he join us out here?” Worry gnawed at my stomach lining. An ulcer was exactly what I needed.

      “Let me go check his room,” Hale offered, jogging out of the living room.

      We waited patiently, all staring into the fire, lost in our thoughts, until Hale returned, looking worried himself.

      “He’s not there. I thought maybe he’d just slept through whatever broadcast Favor sent, but it doesn’t even look like his bed was slept in.”

      Hale sat back down, more upset than the rest of the guys. “Maybe he just went for a walk on the beach. Or…maybe he went home?”

      “Or maybe he doesn’t want to share Favor, now that he’s had a taste,” Ryen said.

      “Gee, thanks!” I retorted, shooting him a glare. He looked appropriately contrite.

      “He’s been acting strange all day,” Kellum said, shaking his head as he paced and thought.

      “Yeah, what was that stunt he pulled at the airport?” Ryen asked. “It seems more like something I’d do.”

      “Not even you are that foolish, bro,” Kellum said, a hint of a smirk playing at his lips.

      “Gee, thanks!” Ryen said, mimicking me.

      Hale ignored their jousting, too focused on his twin. “Something’s definitely wrong with him. I feel it in my bones.”

      We fell silent again, listening to the rhythm of the ocean. A half-thought I couldn’t quite grab hold of buzzed around in my brain until it finally took shape. It didn’t make sense, but then again…maybe it did.

      “What if…” I started, then trailed off. No sense sending us off on a wild goose chase.

      “What?” Kellum asked, his eyes bright.

      “Nothing. It’s stupid.”

      It was Hale’s turn to grab my hand. He looked deep into my eyes, silently communicating how important I was. “No, it’s not. It might be the key to figuring out what’s wrong with Ash.”

      They waited for me to find the words. I wasn’t sure how far back to go, so I started from the beginning and shared every detail of my dream I could remember. By the end, I was sobbing over the memory of Max mourning his lost mate.

      “It hurt so much. I thought I knew what heartbreak meant, but it was nothing like the pain I felt, like all hope was lost.”

      “What happened next?” Kellum prodded.

      “Then you all showed up in that mist-filled room.” I didn’t need to explain any further. They’d been there, with me. All except Ash.

      Kellum scrubbed a hand across the top of his head, mussing his perfectly coiffed hair. “Damn, that’s a lot to unpack, Favor.”

      “Understatement of the century,” Ryen said, scowling at the fire.

      “So what’s the point of it all?” Danic asked.

      I took a deep breath. In for a penny…

      “I think the dream or vision or memory or whatever you want to call it was to show me that the Dragon’s Heart is evil.”

      Hale drew in a sharp breath. “And Ash carried it around all morning. He was the one who found it, and he kept it in his pocket until…”

      “Favor,” Kellum said, breaking into my dark thoughts, “I think the man in the robes was Vazha.”

      “The mage?” Ryen asked.

      At Kellum’s nod, Danic frowned. “Uncle Max destroyed him in the Great Battle. The one that took our parents. That must have been the battle Favor saw.”

      It suddenly hit me that the guys must have viewed the Great Battle, which seemed like ancient history to me, just like I viewed the moment Titus had killed my parents. A deep wound that would never fully heal, no matter how many years passed.

      “Even so, if he created the Dragon’s Heart, the thing must be full of dark magic directed at dragons,” Kellum continued. “No wonder it affected Ash. I should have suspected…”

      Danic joined his brother and clapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t beat yourself up, bro. It’s not like Uncle Max was forthcoming with details.”

      “If it’s anyone’s fault, it’s mine.” All eyes turned to me again. “Max told me to go find the Heart. He said, ‘Get your ass up there and find it.’ Not Ash’s or Hale’s, mine.”

      “We don’t have time to sit around casting blame,” Hale broke in gently. “My brother is out there somewhere, and I have a feeling he might be in pretty bad shape. We have to help him.”

      “Agreed,” said Ryen. “Should we wake up Lazlo?”

      “No,” Kellum said firmly, surprising us all. “It would only open a whole new can of worms for Ash if Lazlo got involved. We need to handle this ourselves. We need to find him before the Heart’s hold on him grows any stronger.”

      “Favor, do you think you can reach out and see where he went?” asked Danic.

      I gnawed on my lower lip anxiously. “I’ll try.”

      Closing my eyes, I cleared my mind of all distractions. I focused on Ash smiling at me, before the Dragon’s Heart had encapsulated his heart in ice. My mind wandered, chasing a thread here, another there. Static surrounded me, like an old TV set tuned to the wrong channel. For a split second, I thought I caught a flicker of something through the fuzz, but it blinked out just as quickly. I pushed myself, sending out tendrils all over the city, but nothing tripped my alarms again. He’d shut me out.

      I hung my head in defeat as my chest hitched with a quiet sob. “I can’t find him. He’s closed himself off to me. It’s like he locked the door to his heart and swallowed the key.”

      Each of my boys reached out to touch me, pouring their strength into me and I drank it up. It was the only balm that could come close to soothing the wound in my soul over Ash’s absence.

      “It’s not your fault,” Danic said, his hand warming my knee and my heart.

      “Hey, we’re P.I.s, remember?” Ryen asked with a squeeze of my hand. “Finding people is what we do.”

      “So where do we look first?” I asked, though I knew the answer in my heart before I even asked the question.

      “His apartment.” Hale jumped up, eager to get going.

      “How?”

      Lazlo had picked us up at the airport. We had no wheels. Ryen’s eyes lit up like a fireworks show. On the Fourth of July. In Texas.

      “Rufus won’t mind if we borrow his rig,” he said, rubbing his hands together gleefully. “I’ve always wanted to drive that thing.”
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      “Do we actually have a way inside?” Ryen asked as we rode the elevator up to Ash’s apartment. “Or do I need to break out my mad lock-picking skills?”

      “I figured we’d cheat a little,” Hale said, digging a keyring from his pocket. “I have the key.”

      But when the elevator doors opened and we took a step toward Ash’s apartment, we realized we didn’t need the key. Hale’s face paled.

      “Shit,” Danic growled, miming for us all to stay back while he investigated.

      The others paid no attention. They were all focused on the splintered remains of Ash’s front door, hanging lazily by a single hinge. Danic was first inside, with Kellum and Ryen close on his heels. The lights inside flicked on. Hale looked as if he wanted to join them, but he shot me a glance and pulled me back, away from potential danger.

      I nearly choked on emotion. As desperate as he was to find out if his twin was okay, his first thought was to protect me. Throwing my arms around him, I held him tight, trying to give him strength this time.

      “Clear!” Danic shouted from inside, which was our cue to enter.

      I pulled back and held Hale’s face in my hands, giving him the most comforting smile I could muster. “He’s going to be fine.”

      Hale didn’t look certain, but he nodded firmly and led me into the apartment. The place was beyond wrecked. Whomever broke down the door was just as careless with the rest of the apartment. A bookshelf in the living room had been toppled over, with some of the thicker books torn along their spines and dropped to the floor. The cushions of his cream sofa had been cut open and the stuffing thrown around. Anything that could have potentially held an item the size of a peach pit had been opened and discarded.

      “Oh my god,” I whispered as I surveyed the wreckage, my hand holding tight onto Hale’s.

      The Novak brothers worked their way down the hall, each searching a different room. My heart leaped into my throat as I dragged Hale down the hallway. Danic was in the bathroom, stepping over shattered porcelain and standing water. Towels lay scattered on the floor, soaking up the deluge. Q-tips floated in the water around his feet as he hunted for the shut-off valve.

      Kellum was in Ash’s bedroom, staring hard at the eviscerated bed I’d been lying in less than twenty-four hours before. Mattress stuffing was strewn everywhere, with feathers from the pillows drifting in the stale air. Every dresser drawer had been yanked open, every article contained within littering the floor.

      Hale tried to pull me into the bedroom as we passed, but I kept going, toward where Ryen stood in the doorway of the guest room. My heart dropped at the ashen look on his face. When we joined him, my worst fears were realized.

      The safe was still tucked inside the closet, but the door sat open a crack. My gut clenched so hard I almost threw up, but I somehow managed to choke it back down before rushing to the safe and pulling the door open wide.

      Nothing.

      Absolutely nothing. The Dragon’s Heart, which had been the only thing in the safe, was gone.

      “Shit,” I spat, wanting more than anything to slam the safe’s door shut, but knowing it was far too heavy for it to satisfy my anger and fear. I turned back to Hale and knew what he was thinking before he spoke.

      “Try again,” he said, his voice constricted with worry.

      Despite my doubts, I let my eyes fall closed again and reached out to Ash. I tried to recall every conversation, every flirtation, every touch, every look. My swirling thoughts distilled into a single essence and I locked onto it like a guided missile.

      Nothing.

      Not even a flicker this time. It felt a bit like when I was a kid and would suck on a straw with my finger blocking the other end. Nothing got through, and a tight, stifling ache in my chest flared up, telling me to stop trying. Tears burned my eyes when I locked on to Hale’s.

      “It hurts,” I said, laying a hand on my chest.

      “What hurts?” Hale said, putting a hand to my face and brushing the hair out of my eyes.

      “The fact that I can’t reach him,” I said, clutching my chest and swallowing back more sobs. “It feels like a headache in my entire body. I can’t even get a glimpse of him.”

      Hale’s already pale face grew paler still. I grasped his hands and smiled wanly.

      “He’s alive, I know that much. I just can’t find him.”

      I didn’t know how I knew he was alive, but I surmised that the relatively minor discomfort I felt at not being able to connect with him wouldn’t compare to the feeling of him being dead. It was a thought I didn’t want to linger on for very long.

      The others joined us, and we all stared at the empty safe for several tense minutes before Danic punched a hole in the wall out of pure fury.

      “What the fuck do these jadokari assholes want?!” he snarled. “They send us their demands and then do a smash-and-grab before we can reply. And they take Ash too? Uncool!”

      “Doesn’t make sense,” Kellum agreed, the wheels in his head spinning double-time.

      “Evil doesn’t always follow logic,” Hale said, his voice bitter and frightened.

      While still holding his hand, I reached for Danic’s. The connection helped us all.

      “Maybe that’s why Ash was acting so weird all day,” I ventured. “It’s possible he sensed what was going to happen but didn’t tell us because he thought we’d assume he was nuts. Or he didn’t want to worry us. Either way, holding all of that in would be one hell of a burden to carry, on top of whatever the Heart did to him.”

      Hale shook his head emphatically. “Why would he have kept the thing here if he knew someone would rob the place?”

      “He probably didn’t know that when he put it in the safe,” Ryen said, peering into the unit’s black depths.

      “Maybe that’s why he left Lazlo’s,” Danic ventured, never releasing my hand. “He might have come back here to fight them off. Ash is stronger than he looks, but he couldn’t have handled more than one or two of those guys, tops.”

      “He’s brave,” Hale said, “but he’s not stupid. He knows he couldn’t fend off more than one of the jadokari. He would have woken us up to help.”

      “Then maybe he was only worried and came back to check on it,” I suggested. “The guli Titus demanded is the same thing as the Dragon Heart. We all know that’s what they want.”

      “That’s not all they want, though,” Kellum pointed out. “They want you too.”

      “And Max,” I replied, as if that was an argument to something.

      “Hold up,” Hale said. “How familiar are you with this Heart thing?”

      It dawned on me that I’d told the others everything I knew about the Heart while the twins had been off searching for it. “The first time I saw it was right after I moved in with Max and Shirley. After I spotted it in a cabinet, Max hid it in the toilet tank at the office, but of course I knew he’d hidden it there.”

      “Even back then? That’s strange.”

      “No stranger than anything else that’s happened since, if you ask me. I assumed it was because of my link to Max, but now… Maybe the Dragon’s Heart has its own energy, its own pull.”

      “Ah, I remember the good ol’ days when you called it the blob,” Ryen sighed. “I vote we revert back to that.”

      Kellum ignored his brother. “Let’s go over what we know. The jadokari took Zoe, probably to Romania. They probably assumed it would be enough to get us to chase them and walk right into a trap. Which is exactly what we’re doing.”

      “Naturally,” Ryen said.

      “Their primary objective is to get the Dragon’s Heart—”

      Ryen interrupted with fake coughing, dropping “Blob” in between hacks.

      “And Uncle Max,” Kellum continued as if Ryen wasn’t there. “And for some reason, Favor. I’d assumed they took Zoe to lure in Favor, and then she would become the bait for Max.”

      “Right,” Hale said with a nod.

      “Then why are they demanding both of them now? Why not just the Heart? Or Max and the Heart? Why the Heart, Max and Favor? If she was bait for Max, why include her in the list of demands?”

      The thought hadn’t really occurred to me, and I didn’t have an answer. None of us did.

      “Another thing,” he continued. “If they had a team here in L.A. that was tasked with stealing the Heart, why bother with the list of demands in the first place?”

      “Different cells working independently?” Ryen suggested. “Communication can get fuzzy with organizations like that.”

      “I doubt that,” I said. “They had a bunch of burner phones and a laptop. Pretty sure they have no trouble sending messages.”

      “So why would they take Ash?” Hale asked, bringing our focus back to his brother. “Even if he was here when they broke in, it doesn’t look like there was a fight of any kind, only searching. I haven’t seen a drop of blood anywhere, have you?”

      We all shook our heads.

      “Then where’s Ash?” Kellum asked quietly, despair trickling into his voice.

      “I don’t know, but I would know if he was…” I couldn’t finish the sentence, so I went positive. “He’s alive.”

      “But for how long?” Hale said numbly, and the guys exchanged uneasy looks with each other. My jaw clenched because his fear wasn’t completely unfounded.

      “All the more reason to get a move on,” Danic said, ready for battle.

      “To where?” I asked. Nobody could answer.

      Ryen snapped his fingers, excitement lighting his brown eyes. “Favor, you said you sensed the blob was in the toilet tank, right?”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “If you could find it hidden in a toilet, do you think you could find it now? Especially since the dragon’s tear was melted away?”

      All around the room, expressions lit up, and I felt like I’d found the answer that had been sitting in front of me the whole time. The Heart beat in time with my own heart. How hard could it be to follow its trail? More importantly, why didn’t I think of it sooner?

      I smacked my palm to my forehead. “Doh!”
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      “What do you need us to do, Favor?” asked Hale, worry etching his face.

      Danic scowled, but I knew it was out of concern for me, as well as worry for Ash. “Should we leave you alone so you can focus better?”

      “We could chant om like we’re in a hippie-dippy yoga class or something,” Ryen said, clearly only half-joking.

      Kellum cleared his throat and gave the others the side-eye. “I think what they’re trying to say is that we’re worried what effect this might have on you, Favor. You should only try this if you’re sure you can handle it.”

      “Yeah, what he said.” Ryen slapped his big brother on the back and smiled, though I spotted the anxiety in his eyes.

      I gave them all a reassuring smile, even though I didn’t feel at all confident. The truth was that I had no clue what it would mean if I actually connected with the Dragon’s Heart. Most of the times I’d actually seen it, the stone had been encased in a dragon’s tear. Some part of my lizard brain knew on a cellular level that the tear had muted the Heart’s powers, whatever they might be, which meant it was now more potent than it had been in two hundred years.

      Oh, and hello! It was evil!

      “I think I’ll go lie on the couch to try. Too much bad juju in here.”

      They followed me to the living room, where there was just as much bad juju, but somehow the mess felt less personal to me. I laid down on the floor and closed my eyes, but I couldn’t relax. Popping open one eye, I found them all staring down at me.

      “Um, I don’t think having you guys standing over me like that is going to help me relax.”

      They blinked in surprise, as if they hadn’t realized that’s what they were doing, then nodded their agreement and backed away. Kellum kneeled down next to me and took my hand. His expression was so earnest, I longed to kiss away his fears.

      “If things get too hot in there — in your mind, or wherever you go — don’t hesitate to break the link. I know it’s important to find the Dragon’s Heart, but not as important as you. If anything smells the least bit hinky, get your butt back here ASAP, got it?”

      I took a moment to drink him in, then I repeated it with the others. My heart nearly overflowed with love and appreciation for my boys. If Ash had been here — and had been his normal, sweet self — I might have fainted from all the emotions swirling around in me.

      They were utterly devoted to me, which was a new experience. I’d grown up unwanted and unloved, and now I had parental figures who cared about me and five gorgeous men who not only admired me for my innate powers, but who also loved me for me. Never before had I felt like such an integral part of a community, a family. Now I was indispensable, someone who’d be missed. It was strange and wonderful and more than a little overwhelming.

      I leaned up and pressed a gentle kiss to Kellum’s ridiculously soft lips. “I promise,” I said, then laid back and closed my eyes.

      I was immediately cast into a sea of dark shadows and quiet sounds. An analog clock ticked somewhere nearby. The refrigerator hummed in the kitchen. Someone walked past Ash’s apartment out in the corridor. I sank ever deeper, hearing more and more, yet still seeing nothing.

      Sirens and honks filtered into my brain, mixed up with the sound of a sprinkler system turning on. Tchk-tchk-tchk went the sprinkler head as it rained liquid life over the lawn, probably dampening the sidewalk. A thought flickered at the back of my mind, but it took several seconds for me to finally acknowledge it.

      Ash lived high up in an apartment building, surrounded by more apartment buildings. Other than a small flowerbed out front, I would have bet good money there wasn’t a yard big enough for a sprinkler system within five city blocks.

      It hit me in that moment that I was no longer in my body. My spirit was floating free over the city, a traveling consciousness not bound by coordinates or physics. I was a hunter now, and the trail of the Dragon’s Heart had led me somewhere else. Somewhere it made sense to have a sprinkler system. Somewhere people wanted big yards. Family-friendly. Domestic. Quaint.

      And god, did it hurt like hell.

      The essence of pain dawned on me slowly, like a frog placed in a pot of cold water that eventually boils it to death. So incrementally at first that I didn’t notice. Probably because the pain itself wasn’t mine. My body was lying safely under the watch of my guys, and I knew they’d die before letting anything happen to me.

      The pain I sensed wasn’t mine to bear. It felt almost like an impressionist’s study of what pain should feel like. I could dip into the pain, taste it, try it out, but it didn’t belong to me. It was somebody else’s. I was just a tourist here. Just a passerby. Once I realized that, I relaxed and surrendered to my vision.

      The blackness behind my eyes faded into a warm glow. Shapes took form, sharpening into tidy, well-kept houses, even though dawn had not quite broken yet. This was not a neighborhood of wealthy folk, but of solidly middle-class families. The kind of people who made up for their lack of finances with love. They were rich in heart, not in bank statements. There was a lot of laughter and smiling going on in this neighborhood. I picked up glimpses of children running across the yards, riding bicycles, playing street hockey and basketball. Dimpled faces carrying casseroles and baked goods to the neighbor’s house for potlucks. The smoky, enticing smell of charcoal and burgers grilling, and people lining up with styrofoam plates to get their dinner. Everyone light as a feather, kept afloat by love and happiness. All wrapped up in a shiny bubble of soft domestic simplicity. A quiet, humble life.

      As the neighborhood took shape, I felt a sense of familiarity, as though I’d been here before. It was déjà vu all over again. The sensation reminded me of someone tugging at my arm, trying to get my attention. My mind tried to remember, because somehow I knew it was important. Vital information skittered just out of reach.

      I continued to ignore the stabs of pain trying to reach me as I turned a slow circle in the middle of the street, hoping to see something familiar. And then I did.

      Before me stood an adorable little house with a powder blue door. A small fence anyone could step over ran proudly along the sidewalk. So familiar, yet I couldn’t quite place it. But deep in my chest, I felt the beating of the Dragon’s Heart. This was the place.

      I reached down to unlatch the little gate, but my hand swept right through it. Right, I wasn’t really here. Walking through the fence, I made my way to the pretty blue door with a handmade twig wreath hanging on it, slightly askew. Out of habit, I raised my hand to press the doorbell, then snorted at my own forgetfulness and phased through the door as if it wasn’t there.

      The faint scent of fresh apple pie tickled my nose and my memory. My palms heated up as though I were cupping a hot mug of…tea, maybe? Crayons littered the small entryway table and a tiny, pink plastic tiara with rhinestones lay near them.

      A little girl lived here.

      Another smell lingered under the pie, this one less pleasant. Sickness. Beads of sweat popped out on my forehead, my throat grew scratchy, my tummy churned with nausea. I was sick. No, not me. Someone else. The little girl.

      It hit me like a lightning bolt. I was standing inside the front door of the house belonging to the guys’ cousin. Ash and I had visited Ana and her daughter Lizi…was that just yesterday? It seemed like a lifetime ago.

      I recalled the typical mess of a home with a child living in it — toys, crayons, tiaras — but now the little house looked as if a small tornado had ripped through it. The coffee table where I’d set my tea lay on its side, everything that had once been on it now scattered on the floor.

      Papers were littered everywhere as I walked through the house to the kitchen, where I found the refrigerator door standing open. Every cabinet door stood ajar. Every drawer had been pulled out and the contents dumped on the counters or the floor.

      I hurried to the hallway I knew led to the bedrooms. A child’s teddy bear lay discarded in the middle of my path, black singing the edges of the synthetic fur. A chill rippled up my spine, setting every hair on my body on edge. I took a step into the hallway and found more scorch marks along the walls.

      Something terrible had happened here.

      I bolted down the hall to Lizi’s room. The door stood fully open, but there wasn’t much to see. Just more destruction and an unmade bed with a small, child-sized dent in the mattress.

      No Lizi.

      No Ana.

      They were gone, and I couldn’t tell if they’d left on their own, before the violence had gone down, or if they’d been taken. Anger boiled up my throat until I couldn’t hold it in. I threw my head back and screamed to the ceiling. No one would hear me, I knew that. I was a ghost. But I needed to let out my fear and rage over whatever was going on. I only wished I knew what it was.

      I looked around the room helplessly. Despondently. I saw no evidence of blood, which gave me hope they escaped, but it was equally as likely they’d been kidnapped too.

      But why?

      I closed my eyes and focused on regulating my breathing. I needed to calm down. Getting hysterical in my vision wouldn’t help anyone. As my heart rate slowed, I caught the sound of another heart beating. Not a human heart. Not a living heart.

      The Dragon’s Heart.

      It was here, inside the house, as I suspected. But where? I let my feet guide me to where I should have guessed it would be.

      The bathroom. I didn’t even need to look to know it was in the toilet tank. Was that the favored hiding place of dragons? Why did they think the world’s most precious and dangerous objects were safest in a toilet?

      With a bemused shake of my head, I reached for the tank’s lid, only to have my hands pass through it. Duh. I was only here as a wraith, a ghost. It was no more possible for me to lift the lid than it had been for me to reach out and touch Zoe’s hair when I located her somewhere in Romania.

      A tremor of guilt rattled what was left of my nerves. I’d failed Zoe so spectacularly, mostly because I’d run out to save her on my own instead of working up a plan with my guys. Because of my stubbornness, she was still lying on a filthy mattress, this time half a world away, suffering and alone.

      I shook myself out of my one-person pity party and refocused on the situation at hand. Before we could board the private plane Lazlo had arranged for us, we needed to find Ash. I’d hoped tracking down the Heart would also lead to him, but it was just one more failure under my belt.

      We needed to retrieve the Heart. Max had demanded I keep it safe, and I was done questioning his reasons. Since I couldn’t take it now, I needed the guys to help me. Taking a deep lungful of smoky air, I sucked myself out of the house, back through the city, and into Ash’s apartment.

      I woke with a gasp, bolting upright in a panic I didn’t understand. It took several breaths before my eyes decided to cooperate by focusing. During those breaths, the sense of panic gripping me increased tenfold, because the apartment was filled with sounds of agony. Cries and groans and moans, all coming from my boys!

      When I could see in the real world again, I found them all lying on the floor, writhing around and crying out in pain. Ryen held his stomach, Danic his head. Kellum jerked around stiffly, as if he was being electrocuted, and Hale had curled into a ball.

      “Oh my god,” I breathed as I stared at them, frozen in place.

      What happened? There were no additional signs of violence in the room. No blood. The front door remained closed tight. No wounds, that I could see. And judging by my past visions, very little time had passed, so it wasn’t likely anyone had attacked us.

      “Kellum!” I shouted, dropping to the floor next to him, brushing his hair from his forehead. He was burning up and his eyes were rolled back in his head.

      Fear like I’ve never felt in my entire life took hold of me. I had to do something, but I couldn’t move from his side. Not even to get the phone to call 911 — which, real talk, what could paramedics do to help eternal dragons suffering from some kind of magical curse? Maybe a cut or a boo-boo, but whatever this was, humans couldn’t help.

      This, I knew, had something to do with my vision, but I didn’t sit there and try to figure it out. I needed to do something. So I did the only thing that felt right. I kissed Kellum.

      As soon as I pulled away, his eyes rolled back into their normal position and clamped onto me like sapphire vice grips. I sensed the pain melting out of his body, so I moved to Danic and kissed him, then Ryen, then Hale. Not romantic kisses but full of love just the same. And with each kiss, the recipient stilled.

      “What the hell?” Danic grumbled as he sat up, gingerly feeling his head to make sure whatever had been causing him pain wasn’t still there.

      “Right?” Ryen groaned, pulling up his shirt to make sure his guts weren’t spilling out.

      “What happened?” I finally asked.

      Kellum answered. “You look different when you sleep than when you’re in a vision. Or maybe you simply feel different. But it’s pretty clear when you’re in a vision. This time, when you blanked out, we all fell down in excruciating pain. I’ve never felt anything like it.”

      His voice wavered at the end, and my gut clenched with sympathy for him. It took a lot to rattle Kellum, so it had to have been terrible.

      “Yeah, I’ve been in my fair share of fights,” Danic said as he slowly stood, “but nothing has ever hurt like that.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I said, giving them all pleading looks to forgive me. “I didn’t know that would happen. Didn’t know it was even possible!”

      “Neither did we,” Hale said, uncurling himself and standing without any apparent discomfort. “It’s not your fault, Favor.”

      Ryen joined the others in an upright position. “Please tell us you found the Dragon’s Heart. I do not want to go through that again.”

      I was too relieved at their pain-free status to answer immediately. I just smiled at them, tears of gratitude that they hadn’t died dripping down my face. I loved them all so much. They were part of me, in a way I never had imagined possible. When one of them hurt, I hurt. I’m not sure how I would feel if one of them…

      No, not going there!

      “In fact, I did. It’s in Ana’s house. In the damn toilet tank, if you can believe that.”

      Ryen chuckled weakly. “Isn’t that where Max hid it?”

      At my somber nod, they exchanged meaningful glances.

      “Then I guess we’d better go get it,” Danic said, rolling his shoulders back, testing his body.

      The first few pale rays of dawn were starting to stretch out across the dark sky, the city slowly coming back to life after a long, long night. It took about twenty minutes for us to drive from Ash’s front door to Ana’s, thanks to the early hour. That was the best time to drive in Los Angeles, if you wanted to avoid traffic.

      The powder blue door was unlocked, and the interior looked exactly as it had in my vision. I led the way to the bathroom, ignoring all the rubble, though I felt the guys’ shock at the scene. My heart thrummed in my chest as I lifted the toilet tank’s lid, praying the Dragon’s Heart would be inside. I hadn’t actually seen it, but I knew.

      And sure enough, it lay at the bottom of the tank, pulsing red through the water with each beat of my own heart. Fucking thing! I took a deep, bracing breath and plunged my hand into the cold water. The second the tips of my fingers touched it, my stomach clenched and threatened to use the toilet for its intended purpose. I took a deep breath and the nausea passed, but heat oozed up my arm as my hand wrapped around the Heart, hiding its creepy light.

      Ryen handed me a towel, so I dried it and my arm off, then held it out in my open palm. Hale started to reach for it, but I pulled it away and shook my head.

      “Don’t even think about it.”

      Ryen looked around the little group, confusion written all over his face. “Can anyone explain what the actual fuck is going on here? None of this makes a lick of sense.”

      Kellum sighed heavily. “Which is why we need to talk to Lazlo about it.”
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      The morning sun had barely peeked over the Santa Monica Mountains as we turned into the gated driveway leading to Lazlo’s home. Not many places in the world compared to the breathtaking beauty of Malibu first thing in the morning. Light kissed manicured lawns and pristine hedges, and it made the cobbled driveway look even more majestic as the front of Lazlo’s house practically glowed in the dawn. Just beyond it, the Pacific crashed ashore with its endless rhythm.

      Two figures waited for us on the front steps of the house. Par’tia Niles stood several paces ahead of a pacing Lazlo, who appeared more agitated than I’d ever seen him. Niles watched our approach like a stone statue until we drew close, then he held up a hand like a traffic cop, silently telling us to stop where we were, which was about twenty feet from them.

      “Oooookay,” Ryen said, putting the rig in park and turning off the engine. “That’s weird.”

      Lazlo stopped pacing behind Niles and turned his blazing gaze on us. We’d discussed the possibility he’d be pissed off that we’d snuck out like that, but he looked positively irate. Were we late for the private flight?

      When the guys opened the doors, Niles hurried forward and held his hands up. “Stop! Don’t come any closer!”

      We all climbed out but stayed close to the SUV, casting sideways glances at each other to see if any of us had the slightest clue as to what was going on.

      “Why?” Ryen finally ventured.

      “You damn well know why, Ryen Novak!” Lazlo shouted across the expanse between us. “I know you have it! I sensed it a mile away!”

      “Have what?” Kellum called out, as confused as the rest of us. “What are you talking about, Lazlo?”

      The acting casique didn’t seem the least bit interested in explaining. Instead, he resumed his stalking back and forth behind Niles, his steely gaze roving over each of us in turn like we were in a police lineup, only all of us were suspects.

      “The malum,” Niles said in a clipped tone. He wasn’t happy either, although I don’t think he liked me in general, so that was nothing new.

      “The…what?” Ryen asked, for once at a loss for jokes.

      “Damn kids,” Lazlo huffed. “You don’t even know what a—”

      He’d started to approach us, but quickly stopped and backed up a few steps, something akin to pain flickering in his eyes. I sensed his discomfort, but what worried me more was the fear I felt in him. Lazlo wasn’t the kind of dragon who frightened easily.

      “How dare you bring that…that…that thing here! To my home!”

      As my boys professed their innocence, my fingers dug into my jeans pocket and wrapped around the Dragon’s Heart. Whatever he was calling it, I knew it was one in the same. So many different names for the same small rock. My skin pebbled with goosebumps when Lazlo’s gaze landed on me.

      “What is it?” I asked on a whisper.

      Despite the distance between us, he heard. My question seemed to calm him down a bit, though I could almost hear his blood pulsing through his veins as fast as an electronica dance beat.

      “You have it, don’t you, Favor?” he asked, not waiting for a reply. “Makes sense. I wouldn’t expect a human to feel the dark magic lurking inside a malum, even a keeper with the powers you have. What boggles the mind is that the rest of you haven’t been affected by simply being near it. I felt its evil presence long before you came into view.”

      “They are young,” Par’tia Niles said to his dragon. “Perhaps too young to remember, or even know about such things.”

      Lazlo nodded. His eyes never left me. I squeezed the Heart tight, feeling its unnatural warmth radiating up my arm. It wasn’t particularly pleasant, but it didn’t hurt either, and I still felt like myself. Maybe humans were immune to whatever powers the thing held inside.

      “You do have it, don’t you, Favor?” Lazlo asked again.

      “Yes.”

      His lips thinned to a hard, grim line. “Better you than them.”

      “Hey!” Danic barked, stepping in front of me. Ever my protector.

      Kellum gave me a worried look. “If the Heart is dangerous, maybe one of us should—”

      “No!” Lazlo and I said in unison. He took a step toward us as I took a step away from Kellum.

      “It doesn’t affect me, just like Lazlo said.”

      “So far,” Hale pointed out. “Obviously, it creeps up on you.”

      “What is it, anyway?” Ryen asked Lazlo. “Bad juju or something?”

      “That’s as apt a description as anything,” Lazlo explained. “A malum is an ancient form of dark magic. They’re everyday objects that have been infused with evil, which wasn’t an easy task, even for the most powerful mages. I haven’t seen one in at least a century, maybe more. Thanks to my advanced age and experience, I don’t have to see it to feel it. Whatever you’ve found, it’s dangerous.”

      “All the more reason for someone with more experience to keep it safe,” Kellum said, giving me a hard look.

      “No.” I didn’t need Lazlo to back me up this time. “Don’t you guys get it? What’s happened to Ash…it’s all my fault. Max told me to keep the Dragon’s Heart safe. Me, not any of you. I should have been the one to go find it, I should have been the one to hold onto it. We’ve just been such a great team, I thought…”

      Danic wrapped a big arm around my shoulder and pulled me into his side, his warmth and solidity chasing away some of my guilt.

      “It’s not your fault,” he murmured so only we could hear.

      “It sure doesn’t feel that way,” I said, tipping my head back to look up at him. “Now I realize Max told me to go get it because it poses a threat to all of you. Why didn’t he tell me? Maybe Ash wouldn’t have…”

      I trailed off and buried my face in Danic’s chest.

      “Maybe we should just chuck it into the next toilet we find,” Ryen said, rubbing my shoulder. “I mean, it’s been fine for how long in Uncle Max’s toilet tank?”

      I shook my head, finally facing them all again. “No. It’s not encased in a dragon’s tear, remember? Too dangerous. Max told me to keep it safe, and that’s what I intend to do. I just hope it isn’t too late for Ash.”

      “Why do you all keep talking about Ash?” Lazlo demanded, looking around the property as if Ash might be playing hide-and-seek. “Where is he anyway?”

      So much had happened over the course of just a few hours that it seemed impossible Lazlo didn’t know all about it, but there was no way he could have.

      Kellum started to speak, but I touched his arm. All of this was on me, so I should be the one to take the heat.

      “There are things you don’t know, Lazlo. Not because any of us here don’t respect you, but simply because we didn’t think it was important.”

      I went on to relate every detail of our experiences with the Dragon’s Heart, from the first time I ever saw it shortly after moving in with Max and Shirley at the age of seventeen to Max telling me to find it in the ashes of Enoch’s hideout to watching Ash put it in his safe.

      “That’s when things got weird,” I said.

      Hale’s eyes grew wide. “No, it was before that. Remember how he got kind of possessive about it at the restaurant? He didn’t seem to want anyone else to look at it. He was like that on the ride home too. Sorta snippy. I figured he was just tired and cranky after digging through burned out rubble all night.”

      I recalled how off Ash had seemed, especially how shitty he was about his cousin, Ana. Then there was his apparent jealousy over Hale, when we were still at the office. It had seemed so out of character for him to the point I wondered how he’d hidden that side of himself from me.

      My breath hitched in my chest at my next thought. Maybe the Heart’s impact on him had affected him in other ways as well — say, in the bedroom. I’d been so surprised over his aggressive lovemaking, never suspecting that might not be in his character either.

      “He only got worse throughout the day,” Ryen added. “And after the kind of morning he had, I would have thought he’d be happy as—”

      “Anyway…” I interrupted.

      The last thing I needed was to have my sex life announced to the world, especially in front of Par’tia Niles. He already disapproved of my wanton ways. No need to give him more ammunition.

      “He was acting strange, even last night before we went to bed. Sometime in the night, I had a dream.”

      “Nightmare, more like,” Hale muttered under his breath.

      “About what?” Lazlo asked, the fire in his eyes settling into a curious smolder.

      I debated about whether to tell him. On one hand, he’d probably just brush it off like a wishful human girl with dreams of being a keeper. On the other hand, I didn’t want to leave out any more details, on the off chance he could explain them. In the end, I released my death grip on my ego and gave him an overview of my dream, including the part about Ash not being in it. By the end, his eyes looked like saucers and Niles was shooting him anxious glances.

      “So…you’re telling me you watched this particular malum being made?”

      I shrugged. “Pretty sure.”

      “Out of an actual dragon’s heart?

      “Thus the name,” Ryen quipped. “AKA, the guli.”

      “Lazlo,” Kellum said, his tone somber, “we all experienced this dream with Favor. When she woke up, we woke up, and we all remembered everything about it.”

      “That’s when we realized Ash was missing,” Hale added, worry over his brother clouding his face.

      I picked up the story again. “We thought he might have gone back to his apartment, and since it was the middle of the night, we borrowed Rufus’s SUV instead of bothering you with it. Honestly, we thought he just wanted some alone time or something. We didn’t really think anything was wrong.”

      “But there was,” Lazlo prompted.

      Danic finally pulled his arm from my shoulders, but his fingers claimed my hand instead. “His place was trashed. Just like Maximus Investigations was before Titus and his guys attacked Drakonis. No signs of a fight, though, and all of Ash’s valuables seemed to still be in his apartment.”

      “The only thing that seemed to be missing was this,” I said, patting my pocket, “and Ash, of course. I tried finding him with my mind, but no joy. Something’s blocking me. All I can tell you with any certainty is that he’s alive. I feel that all the way to my very soul.”

      “Me too,” Hale said.

      Made sense for a twin, but then Danic, Ryen and Kellum nodded too. That surprised even me. Then again, it was no more bizarre than some human chick being psychically connected to five different dragon dudes.

      When I explained that I’d somehow caught the vibe of the Heart and we followed it to Ana’s house, Lazlo and his keeper became even more alarmed. I wasn’t sure over which part — my ability to see the Heart in a vision, or the fact Ana and her daughter were also missing.

      “What’s it all mean?” Niles asked Lazlo quietly, yet still loud enough for us to hear.

      “I have a theory,” Kellum said, starting to take a step forward but pulling back at the last second. Lazlo was still spooked, no sense sending him into a panic. “We know the jadokari want the Heart — or the guli, as they call it — probably more than they want Uncle Max. I think Ash somehow knew they were closing in, so he left in the middle of the night to retrieve the Heart before they could get their hands on it. That explains why the safe was standing open instead of demolished or blown to bits. But Ash had to find somewhere else to stash it, to keep it safe, like Uncle Max wanted.”

      “So he did the most natural thing in the world and hid it in our cousin’s toilet tank?” Ryen’s eyebrow shot up at Kellum’s theory.

      His thoughts echoed what I felt in my heart. While completely plausible — comfortingly so — Kellum’s idea didn’t quite fit. It didn’t feel right. I said nothing, though, because I didn’t have a better theory. Or a worse one, for that matter.

      “Why not?” Kellum shot back. “Max hid it in his toilet for years without anyone but Favor knowing it was there.”

      Lazlo’s eyes bore into me, making my skin tingle under his scrutiny.

      “Regardless,” Danic said, “whoever searched his place probably followed him to Ana’s. Same amateur search style, almost like they wanted to make as big a mess as possible, just to be assholes.”

      “But they didn’t find it,” Lazlo said, his eyes dropping to the small bulge in my pocket.

      Kellum ignored him and continued with his theory. “I think he didn’t realize how close they were behind him and they took all three of them.”

      Lazlo sucked air in through his teeth. “Are you saying the jadokari also have Ash, Ana and Lizi?”

      “I believe so,” Kellum said.

      “What about Jack, Ana’s mate?” Niles asked.

      I shook my head. “He’s out of town.”

      Lazlo resumed his pacing, scratching his cheek absentmindedly. “Makes sense. Your reasoning is sound but…why? Why would the jadokari kidnap all three of them instead of just killing them once they were in their clutches? And if Ash’s intention was to hide it in a toilet, why not his own?”

      I wasn’t convinced by Kellum’s theory, but I felt compelled to defend it nonetheless. “Maybe that wasn’t his intention at all. It’s possible they simply surprised him, and he hid it in the first place that came to mind.”

      Lazlo paced some more, muttering to himself as he worked through all of the new information that had just been dumped on him. Soon he started shaking his head.

      “Still doesn’t make sense why they’d take them too. If their goal is to lure Maximus, the…what do you call it?”

      “Dragon’s Heart,” I said. “But they call it the guli.”

      “I call it the blob, if that helps,” Ryen chimed in.

      “Whatever it’s called, such a powerful malum that he encased in his own tear would certainly be enough to get his attention. Why would they leave it behind?”

      “I just explained…” Kellum trailed off at the penetrating glare Lazlo shot him.

      “You four are some of my top investigators. Tell me, when you search a suspect’s home, where do you look for illicit contraband?”

      Danic responded first. “Freezer, underwear drawer, under the bed, toilet tank… Oh.”

      “With Titus and his guys gone,” Hale said, “maybe they had to send in the benchwarmers. Maybe they don’t know those tricks.”

      “Another thing that bothers me is that they want Maximus, the guli, and Favor. Why Favor?”

      We all exchanged looks, because that very subject had been discussed at great length, with no obvious answer.

      “To lure in Maximus,” Niles ventured.

      Lazlo shook his head again. “Again, if they have Maximus and the malum, they wouldn’t need Favor to lure him in.”

      A memory tickled my brain. I couldn’t quite catch it, so I tuned out everyone else and concentrated on it. Something about driving… Then it hit me like a truck. Chills skittered across my flesh and a profound sense of doom weighted my heart down to somewhere in the vicinity of the center of the Earth.

      “Favor, you okay?” Ryen asked, worry creasing his brow.

      “Sorry, I just thought of something. I didn’t connect it all before, but now…”

      “What?” Lazlo demanded.

      “Before the attack on Drakonis the other day, I remember feeling like I was being followed. I used every trick Max had taught me about eluding someone who was tailing me, but I never looked to the sky. Not long after I got there, Titus attacked. I’m certain he followed me there.”

      “Sounds plausible,” Lazlo agreed. “So?”

      I ignored the question and rattled off what my brain was trying to process. “And when we drove to Ventura. They attacked us so quickly after we arrived. They had to have tracked us there too.”

      “Again, I ask…so?”

      “If they thought I was carrying the Heart both times…”

      Sun broke over the trees surrounding Lazlo’s home, casting its hopeful light on our little band, not that it helped. Understanding dawned on them at the same time, but Kellum spoke first.

      “Then that would mean they weren’t trying to kill Lazlo or Enoch at all. That means they were trying to kill…”

      His wide, terrified gaze captured mine. My mouth went dry, almost stopping me from stating what now seemed so obvious.

      “Me.”

      Lazlo stopped pacing and watched me carefully. “Favor, if you go to Europe, you won’t simply be walking into a trap. You’ll be walking into your own assassination.”

      The ensuing silence felt like an anvil around my neck. I could feel the guys hoping I would stay home. Clearly, they didn’t know me as well as I’d hoped.

      “That changes nothing. I will not abandon Zoe, period.”

      “But—” Hale started, until I shot him a death glare.

      I took a deep breath to calm myself. “Listen, I know you just want to keep me safe, but this is non-negotiable. Either you can come with me or…not.”

      My heart skipped a beat, recalling Titus making a similar threat, but it had been directed at Zoe’s life. I wasn’t willing to risk it then and I sure as hell wasn’t now.

      My guys scowled at me, battling with their own fears, while Lazlo watched me curiously. Par’tia Niles, on the other hand, looked almost impressed. As if he admired my stones for talking back to all-but-immortal creatures who could turn us to ash with a single snort. I tipped him a wink and he tried not to smile.

      “Fine,” Kellum huffed, speaking for the others. “We won’t fight you about it, but if you think you’re walking into that deathtrap alone, think again.”
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      “We should probably get on the road to the airport, no?” Danic asked. “Aren’t we scheduled to take off in a couple of hours?”

      “Are we really leaving before we know where Ash is?” Hale asked nervously.

      Kellum slung an arm around his cousin’s shoulders, like he was preparing to give him some bad news — which of course he already knew. “Hale, we know where he is. Maybe not geographically, but it’s pretty clear the jadokari took him. Right?”

      Hale caught my gaze and I felt his fear and pain as if they were my own. I pulled him into a deep hug and clung to him, as much for myself as for him. I hadn’t felt whole since Ash ditched us in the middle of the night, and if I wanted to be totally honest, even before that. Even when he was with us, he…wasn’t. Not emotionally. Obviously, the work of the Dragon’s Heart.

      He held me for a long time, while we made everyone wait. The Novaks circled around us, doing their best to ease our — and probably their — anxiety, but it didn’t help as much as it could have if Ash had been here. Of course, then we wouldn’t need soothing because he’d be with us.

      The Heart pulsed angrily in my pocket. It almost felt as if the love we were sharing between us caused it pain. While the thought of the Heart feeling anything was pretty fucking disturbing, I enjoyed the idea of causing it discomfort.

      It was just a rock. A magical, evil rock, but still just a rock. Yet it had the power to corrupt someone’s mind and heart. Maybe it was closer to being sentient than I thought. I pushed the idea from my mind. Knowing the gruesome, heartbreaking story of its creation was terrifying enough, but to accept the lump in my pocket was a capable of conscious, malicious intent? Yeah, that shit was too nutty to consider.

      Lazlo interrupted us by clearing his throat. “I’m afraid we’ll have to delay your departure again.”

      We all spun around to face him, eyes wide all around. Lazlo shot Niles a meaningful look, and the dragon keeper pulled out his phone immediately. I had no doubt he was rescheduling our flight.

      “What are you talking about?” I demanded, anger flaring up at the suggestion of yet another delay.

      “I’m afraid this situation has escalated beyond the point of keeping it clandestine.”

      “What do you mean?” Danic asked, scowling and crossing his arms over his barrel chest. He trusted his boss as much as any of them, but he wasn’t ready to give in just yet.

      “I mean this situation must be presented to the elder council before I can allow this operation to continue. They must know what’s happened, as well as all the risks to three of our weir’s dragons. Ash, Ana and Lizi are in grave danger — Lizi most of all, since she’s just a fledgling…and a female one at that.”

      Every time I’d ever seen Lazlo, he oozed confidence. He gave the impression of a suave, dignified, level-headed businessman who could make hard decisions without batting an eye. But now he wore an expression of unspeakable sorrow. He took the weight of the potential losses as his personal burden to bear, and I could almost see the grief in his eyes over those he’d lost in the past. My heart ached for the deeply worried man who’d survived centuries of pain and misery.

      In many ways, he reminded me of Max. The vision of Max’s dragon self grieving over his mate hurt me physically, because I knew that’s how he’d been affected. And if I didn’t get Zoe and Ash back — not to mention kind Ana and adorable Lizi — I’d soon be suffering the same despair.

      “Is that absolutely necessary?” Kellum asked.

      Ryen nodded his agreement. “What a colossal waste of time, groveling in front of the council for god knows how long until their petrified brains can process it all.”

      Lazlo’s sadness hardened into a steely look. “Time is of the essence, Ryen. But we have protocol, believe it or not. You all may be too young to really appreciate the rituals and regulations of our culture, but there’s a reason we do it this way. I’ve tried to allow you to work this out yourselves and look where it’s gotten us. We can no longer toil under the shadows of secrecy. The council needs to know.”

      “What about the Dragon’s Heart?” Hale asked. “Favor has taken on the responsibility of safeguarding it, and I have a feeling she’s not willing to leave it outside the council chambers.”

      “No way,” I confirmed. “We’ve seen what it did to Ash, who didn’t really have that much contact with it. And you felt it a mile away. How will it affect the elders?”

      “They need to feel its presence to fully appreciate our current predicament,” Lazlo said. “I will ask that you keep it hidden, unless an elder asks to see it. And even then, do not let a single dragon in the room touch it. Understand?”

      I nodded.

      Ryen sighed dramatically. “Fine, we’ll go chat with the old fogeys. Who knows, maybe they’ve got some secret weapon we young’uns don’t know about.”

      His cocky smirk implied otherwise, and Lazlo was quick to wipe it off his face.

      “You’d be wise to show some respect, Ryen. You may think of the elders as a group of doddering old geezers, but they’ve witnessed more chaos and carnage than you could ever imagine. You might be surprised by their depth of knowledge and cunning.”

      “Fine,” Kellum said, irritation tinging his voice. “Let’s get this over with.”
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      It felt strange standing in the council chambers again, because this time I was in my physical form instead of in a vision state. The space felt somehow more musty and claustrophobic than before, probably because several extra bodies were crowded together than the last time, when the council had been grilling Kellum.

      I didn’t particularly care for the feeling we were on trial, huddled together in the same spot Kellum had stood alone before, facing the elders who seemed ready to pass judgment on us. Of course, those uneasy feelings were probably enhanced by the Heart thumping against my thigh.

      More than anything, I wanted to follow in Frodo’s hairy footsteps and throw it into the molten heart of a volcano. Hey, if it was good enough for the One Ring, it was good enough for me.

      But I knew in my gut if I did cast it away from me — anywhere, anyhow — the jadokari would somehow find it and… And what? I didn’t know, but if they wanted the evil relic, it couldn’t be for the good of dragonkind. Best if I held onto it for now, seeing as how I seemed to be impervious to its nasty influence.

      Kellum, Danic, Ryen and Hale clustered around me, leaving Lazlo to stand next to our tight group. With us, yet separate. I admired the fact he hadn’t taken his rightful, if temporary, place at the center of the curved table, reserved for the weir’s casique. I didn’t like that he’d taken over for Max in his absence, but I’d grown to accept the need for strong leadership. Now two seats sat empty — Max’s and Lazlo’s.

      “What the hell is this all about, Lazlo?” groused Elder Gerard as he settled into his seat on the far right end of the table. He’d been the last to arrive, and his disheveled long, black hair hinted that he’d been dragged out of his bed to attend this impromptu meeting.

      “My deepest apologies to all of you,” Lazlo said in a conciliatory tone.

      Elder Almeric, who really lived up to his title, held up a long, bony hand and turned his milky gaze on me. His head tipped slightly to one side as he studied me.

      “You have a malum.”

      It wasn’t a question.

      “I do, sir.” I nearly pulled it out of my pocket but stayed my hand, remembering Lazlo’s instructions not to do so unless asked.

      Portly Elder Tybalt blustered, his fat face turning an alarming shade of red as he glared between me and Lazlo. “What’s the meaning of this! A human girl is carrying such a dangerous artifact?”

      Hale’s fingers clasped mine on one side, Ryen’s on the other. Danic and Kellum each rested a hand on my back. Their support buoyed me in the face of the elders’ criticism and disdain.

      Lazlo took a half-step forward, drawing the council’s attention away from me. “Yes. I deemed it necessary due to the effect this particular item has on dragons. You would all do well to listen to what we have to say. I take my responsibilities as the acting casique very seriously. I did not make this decision lightly.”

      Elder Percival, the youngest of the bunch, gave Lazlo a curious look through his round glasses. “Then why drag us down here so early in the morning. You should know by now we trust your judgment.”

      “Thank you, Percival,” Lazlo said, dipping his head in gratitude. “But I felt it necessary to keep all of you apprised of the situation as it stands.”

      “Which is?” asked Elder Bob. His George Washington-style wig shifted when his head tipped back as he yawned.

      “The jadokari have gone too far,” Lazlo explained. “It seems they’ve not only kidnapped a human to use as bait for Maximus, but they’ve now taken three dragons from our weir.”

      The elders’ agitated murmurs echoed around the stone walls of the chamber. Clearly the kidnappings themselves were bad enough, but the mere mention of the jadokari had them all atwitter. I knew there was some kind of bad blood between them and the rest of dragonkind, but there were far too many gaps in my knowledge. Now was as good a time as any to fill in those gaps.

      “If I’m not speaking out of turn, can someone please tell me who they are?”

      Ryen nudged me with his elbow. “The guys who attacked Drakonis. Duh.”

      “I know that much. But…what’s their deal? Why would dragons kidnap or kill other dragons? I don’t get it.”

      Almeric pressed his bony hands against the table and pressed so hard his thin arms trembled, but he finally managed to stand upright from all the effort. “As the keeper of our history, I might be able to shed some light.”

      As soon as all eyes were on him, he launched into his tale.

      “Many, many centuries ago, before this modern world was even an inkling in the mind of any human, there was a great and terrible mage. He was called Vazha, and he amassed power beyond what any before him had ever dreamed of. He was ancient, even when Maximus was but a fledgling. Vazha maintained his long life by engaging in an obscene and evil practice that required the drinking of a special potion containing a secret ingredient. Dragon’s blood.”

      I gasped at this news, but no one else reacted. Old news to the dragons in the room, it seemed. Then again, everyone in the room had violently intimate knowledge of Vazha’s acts.

      “As you might imagine, this did not make him popular among dragonkind. He was hated by all of us and regarded as a menace to our way of life. But he was a powerful human. Far more powerful than any of us could have predicted. There were none like him before his time, and thankfully there have been none like him since. He used his dark powers to entrance and enslave a local Romanian weir, to carry out his evil bidding. He controlled their minds and somehow convinced these dragons that he was their natural leader.”

      “Somehow?” I asked.

      “To this day, we still aren’t certain how he enchanted them. Vazha was a mage of great ambitions, with the singular aim to one day control all of humankind, to crown himself tyrant over the whole world, to unite all individual cultures and peoples under one banner. His own.

      “What better way to enslave mankind than to manipulate an army of dragons? No king or queen would dare rise up against a mage who had the power and might of dragons at his disposal, after all. Over a long period of time, he amassed greater power and higher numbers of followers, building his empire and carefully plotting his dominion over all living things. His reach grew more widespread, until the rest of dragonkind stood up to him in a great battle nearly two centuries ago. It was a terrible, tragic fight none of us could have imagined. Vazha pitted dragon against dragon, brother against brother, until at last the evil mage was destroyed.”

      “By Max,” I whispered.

      Almeric, as ancient as he appeared, heard me and nodded. “Yes. For a brief time, Maximus became known as the mage slayer, until the battle faded into history. Now he is simply our casique.”

      “I saw it,” I said, louder this time, even though my voice trembled at the violent memory.

      “What do you mean, girl?” snapped Elder Bob, twisting his lips around to keep his false teeth contained inside his mouth.

      My boys tensed around me, but Lazlo spoke before they could sass the council.

      “Favor is a dragon keeper, Elder Bob. A powerful one, though she is relatively untrained. I believe it would be prudent for all of you to not underestimate her.”

      I shot him a grateful look and swallowed the lump in my throat before explaining. “I have these…dreams. In one, I watched a cloaked man carbonized into a heap of ash by Max’s dragon.”

      The five sitting members of the council gaped at me. Percival narrowed his gaze at me and asked, “Is that all you saw?”

      “No. There was more. Terrible things. Things I wish I couldn’t remember, but I do.”

      Tears sprang to my eyes recalling the carnage I’d witnessed in my vivid dream.

      “What?” Lazlo asked gently.

      “Max.” The first tear dribbled down my cheek. “He was crying.”

      Bob shook his bewigged head with sorrow, but it was Almeric who explained what I’d known instinctively.

      “Maximus suffered tremendous losses in the Great Battle. Not only did he lose his mate, but their own fledgling, his brother, his sister, their mates, and at least a dozen other friends and family members. I don’t care how strong a dragon is, one can never fully recover from such a death toll as that.”

      Every hair on my body stood on end and I took a deep shuddering breath to keep myself from breaking down right there in the middle of the elder council chamber. I’d lost my parents when I was five, and I thought that was bad. I couldn’t even comprehend witnessing my mate, child, siblings and friends die, all in the same fight.

      “To his credit,” Tybalt said, “he saved many, many lives that dark day.”

      “Including mine,” Lazlo said, his voice clear and strong as steel. “I can never repay Maximus for what he’s done for me. I owe him…everything. If it hadn’t been for him, I would have perished at the hands of Vazha.”

      I stared up at him, my mouth hanging open. I’d doubted his intentions when he’d taken Max’s seat as casique, but now it all made sense. Lazlo was as devoted to Max as the rest of us, despite what Max thought.

      I knew the real reason his nephews had quit and gone to work for Lazlo — to save Max the cost of payroll so he wouldn’t go bankrupt. What I hadn’t figured out was that Lazlo must have been in on the whole thing. Standing there, looking up at Lazlo, I would have bet a hundred dollars I didn’t have that he took Max’s place as acting casique to ensure no one else with more nefarious motives tried to wrest control of the weir.

      “Maximus did not celebrate his victory, though,” Almeric continued. “To atone for the lives he could not save, he took in his now-parentless nephews and raised them the best he could.”

      I gripped Hale and Ryen’s hands hard, even as I stopped trying to hold back my tears. Max deserved every one of them.

      “What happened to the bad dragons?” I finally asked, sniffling like a hormonal teenager.

      Almeric grimaced. “As the smoke from the Great Battle dissipated, we hoped Vazha’s spell on them would be broken. That was not meant to be. Whatever sorcery he conjured proved stronger than death itself.”

      Gerard smoothed his hair back and nodded somberly. “The jadokari went underground. No doubt to nurse their wounds as much as to plot their revenge. In recent years, they seem to have resurfaced, causing mayhem yet again in the name of their vanquished lord, though not to the same terrible extent, thank goodness.”

      “So they’re like neo-Nazis,” Ryen said. “They just can’t get over the fact their guy lost. Pathetic.”

      “Pathetic is apt,” growled Tybalt. “They’ve been showing off their strength in Romania to prove they can’t be killed off, much like cockroaches.

      “Not just in Romania,” I corrected. “Now they’ve brought their fight here to L.A.”

      Bob nodded his head, his white curls flopping around wildly. “They have yet to forgive Maximus for destroying their potentate.”

      I blinked and shot a questioning look at Hale, who translated for me. “Ruler. In other words, Vazha.”

      “We cannot tolerate this kind of assault on our weir,” Lazlo said. “First, they nearly killed Archibald Thrush, undoubtedly thinking his famous ruby was the Dragon’s Heart. Then they murdered Enoch Trinkas over it, and now they’ve kidnapped three of our own. We need to take decisive action against—”

      A loud bang rang out behind us, the sound of a massive wooden door slamming open. Par’tia Niles ran into the room, breathing heavily. He braced his hands on his knees as he caught his wind.

      “My apologies for interrupting,” he panted, “but I don’t believe the jadokari are to blame for the recent disappearances of Ash Campbell and Ana and Lizi Jordan.”

      Lazlo glowered at his keeper. “Why?”

      Niles finally stood upright and wiped a glow of sweat from his brow. “Because the jadokari just sent a message demanding to know why Favor wasn’t on the flight that just landed in Romania.”
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      Chaos erupted in the council chambers.

      “That flight was supposed to be secure!” Lazlo snapped at Par’tia Niles’s announcement, his nostrils flaring with anger.

      “Is this your idea of a ‘clandestine’ operation, Lazlo?” Elder Gerard roared.

      “If the jadokari have eyes that vigilant, we need to make an assessment of our own security,” Tybalt blustered.

      “Espionage!” shouted ol’ Bob, whose false teeth almost tumbled out of his mouth.

      “They must have another secret cell working over here,” Percival said, which roused the elders to new heights of apoplexy.

      While the elders barked back and forth at each other, Niles made his way over to Lazlo, who rested a hand on his keeper’s shoulder for support. I felt a pang of envy at their relationship, because it was exactly what I’d been envisioning for myself when I found my dragon. But then I scanned the faces of my guys and realized if I’d settled for my wildest dreams, I would have cheated myself.

      The Council bickered for a full five minutes, going back and forth over the jadokari’s intentions, among other things. We waited patiently for them to come to some kind of conclusion or, you know, ask us some questions, but they were too wrapped up to bother with the likes of us.

      “I still say it’s a fake-out,” Percival was saying. “They’ve kidnapped before, why are we arguing whether they’re to blame this time?”

      “Because,” Lazlo said sternly, taking one step toward them, “it doesn’t make sense.”

      Percival disagreed. “They’re playing dumb in an effort to cover their asses.”

      Lazlo began pacing in front of us. “No, Niles is absolutely correct. The malum is in our presence — you can all feel it too, right?” After each elder confirmed they too felt the evil in the room, Lazlo continued. “The jadokari are desperate to get their hands on the item Favor carries. They would never have left L.A. without it, and they most certainly would never have left it behind in someone’s toilet tank. That means they aren’t the ones responsible for these latest kidnappings.”

      The Council chewed on this bit of insight, as did I. My stomach cramped at the idea the jadokari weren’t involved, because who did that leave? As an outsider to much of the workings of the dragon world, I clamped down on those uneasy rumblings deep inside me and listened carefully.

      Almeric sighed heavily. “So you’re saying we’re dealing with the jadokari in Romania plus an unknown abductor snatching dragons from our weir? Any ideas who it could be?”

      “What about that nearly-feral male way out in the Mojave?” Tybalt suggested.

      That launched them into a discussion about which dragons could be bold enough as to handle three dragon abductees, much less have motive for such a thing. The Dragon’s Heart seemed the obvious choice. All of the Council members seemed quick to blame it for just about everything possible, and I understood why.

      Hale gave my hand a squeeze, and when I glanced up at him, I was surprised by the look of concern on his face. He rubbed my hand between both of his.

      “Are you cold?” he whispered.

      That caught Ryen’s attention, and he examined my other hand with a frown. That’s when I realized my hands had turned icy as the council’s discussion had moved forward. All of me had turned cold. The talk of rogue dragons had given voice to an unformed thought that had been simmering in the back of my brain for a while.

      Focusing on Elder Bob’s ridiculous wig, I let my gaze go fuzzy and unfocused, then sent a tendril out to Kellum, then Danic, then Ryen and Hale. After we’d slept together, Kellum and I had been able to hold an entire conversation even though we were miles apart. Now that I’d been intimate with all of them, I wondered if I could bring the others in, like a conference call, only without the phones.

      Is this thing on? I thought clearly in my head.

      Ryen sniffed next to me and a quick look told me he’d almost laughed out loud. Damn, girl, don’t get me in trouble with the old guys!

      This isn’t exactly the ideal medium or time for cracking jokes, Kellum added.

      Good idea, though, Danic chimed in.

      This is sooo weird, Hale said, his eyes wide.

      It worked! And best of all, no one else seemed to notice we were having a private chat right in front of them. The downside was that I felt my energy ebbing away as each second passed. Apparently mind-melding with four different people was a massive psychic drain.

      Ooh, this has so many possibilities, Ryen said gleefully in my head. If he could have gotten away with it, I had no doubt he would have rubbed his hands together like an evil genius.

      Let’s get to the point while we can, Kellum interrupted. I think we all know why Favor pulled us into this convo, isn’t that right?

      She wants to stop at In-N-Out after? Ryen joked.

      I could go for a double-double, Danic said.

      The hand Kellum had been holding my shoulder with tightened slightly. Cute, Ryen, but we have no idea how long we have, and Favor has something to say. Favor?

      I…I can’t say the words. Hale?

      He paused before answering, and in that short span of time, I felt the tension in him ratchet up tenfold. He’d been trying to deny it too.

      I think you’re right, he finally said.

      Kellum’s head nodded almost imperceptibly.

      About what? Danic asked, his gaze bouncing between us.

      Oh shit, Ryen said, turning suddenly solemn.

      Could one of you tell me what the hell you’re talking about? Danic demanded.

      I braced myself against the tears that wanted to pour from my eyes at what I was about to say. Bawling for no reason in the middle of the elder council chamber didn’t seem like a super great idea. When I got a grip, I released Ryen’s hand and reached back for Danic’s.

      It’s Ash, I finally managed.

      Danic’s hand lay flaccid in mine as he processed this new information, then gripped me hard and fierce. I didn’t want to believe it either, but no way in hell would the jadokari tuck the Heart in a toilet and fly away without it. It was evil, they were evil, and they wanted it more than anything.

      No. No fucking way. Not Ash. Uh uh. Nope.

      I squeezed his hand back. Think about it, Danic. Lazlo felt the bad vibes rolling off it a mile away, maybe more. Ash handled it. Carried it around for hours.

      Danic fell into a brooding silence as the rest of us tried to wrap our brains around the concept of Ash as the bad guy. As much as we wanted to deny it, it all made sense. So much that it was hard to think of another, better explanation.

      Ash had been the one to find the Heart and was now in the clutches of some dark magic. Tears burned, but I swallowed them, not allowing the storm of emotions to burst out of me. My grief and guilt could wait.

      Honestly, I haven’t recognized my own brother since he found that thing, Hale said. But he put it in his safe and left it there all day. Wouldn’t the effects have worn off the farther away from it he traveled?

      I could almost see each one of us shrug mentally. We didn’t know what the hell the Heart was, or how it affected dragons. Or humans for that matter, but I’d been carefully monitoring my own emotions since shoving the damn thing in my pocket and hadn’t noticed myself getting any crabbier than usual.

      Why didn’t I figure it out sooner, Kellum groaned, the weight of the world heavy on his shoulders, as usual.

      Danic nudged his brother with his elbow, hidden from the council with my body. If you haven’t noticed, we’ve kinda been busy dealing with an international dragon cult trying to barbecue us at every turn. None of us can beat ourselves up over this thing. Max didn’t prepare any of us for this.

      I’m with the big guy on this one, Ryen said.

      What are you talking about, “big guy?” You’re taller than me. Older too.

      Exactly! Takes a big man to admit that.

      I sighed, wondering if I’d just opened a Pandora’s Box with bringing them all into the same mind-meld. Now they could bicker in my head!

      Do we tell the council? I asked.

      No! Kellum blurted, panic in his voice. If what we suspect is true, the consequences for Ash would be… Let’s just say dire.

      Agreed, Danic said. We need to confirm it before we do anything else.

      That sounded pretty smart to me. Any ideas on how we go about doing that?

      Four sets of eyes turned to me, as if I already knew the answer. Which, of course, I did. Without any more talk, they shuffled slowly around me until Danic and Hale stood in front of me, blocking me from the council. Kellum and Ryen stood close on either side of me, their arms wrapped tight around my waist to hold me upright. I normally sat or laid down when I tried to find someone, and a human girl falling unconscious to the stone floor might get the council’s attention.

      I closed my eyes and almost before I knew it, I was deeply entrenched in my vision state. It was coming more easily and naturally to me now, which was gratifying, but not something I could pay attention to at the moment.

      I called to Ash but heard nothing in reply, only the faint hiss of static. I tried sending a tendril out to him, as I had the other guys, but it felt like it hit a glass wall and could go no farther. He was blocking me, whether intentionally or because of the effect of the Heart I didn’t know.

      Damn it! How the hell was I supposed to track him if he blocked me like that?

      Opening my eyes, I saw the greater Los Angeles area laid out below me, as if I was in a plane looking down. In the bustling mass of humanity, where would not-Ash take Ana and Lizi? I tried not to think about the “why” part of that situation, focusing hard on the “where.” But other than his apartment, I had no idea if Ash had secret places he liked to hide. Did he have a lair, like Max? There was so much I didn’t know.

      I was about to give up, pull my consciousness back into my body and concede defeat, but then a proverbial lightbulb went off. Lizi! Hell, even Ana would do, but I’d touched Lizi pretty thoroughly, hoping to cure whatever childhood illness she’d come down with. If I was going to be able to track down either of them, Lizi was my best bet.

      I thought about her innocent face, pink with fever. Her scraggly blonde hair messy from lying in bed for a few days. Her raspy voice calling for her mother. The way her blue eyes tracked me the entire time I was in her room. Then I envisioned the house, before it had been trashed.

      My heart jumped when I caught her trail, relief rushing into the black void left behind by Ash’s absence. It didn’t fill it, but it helped a little. Made me focus better. I followed the trail from the house, down busy streets, turning this way and that, no doubt following Ash’s exact path to his destination. He’d backtracked a lot, like he was worried about being followed.

      I eventually found myself flying down a highway east of the city, toward the desert. It looked familiar. I took more turns, down dirt roads that had recently been traveled by some vehicles recently, judging by the tire tracks. My heart raced, wondering if…

      Then it came into view — or what remained of it — and I knew where I was headed. The same place Titus and his men had held Zoe and me. Maybe the jadokari were responsible after all!

      The house had been burned to the foundation in the aftermath of the intense dragon battle, leaving no place to hide. It had to be the right spot, though. I felt her. I sensed Lizi’s presence somewhere around…

      The carport! It was where the last of Titus’s gang had hidden with Zoe before flying off with her dangling from his talons. Maybe he’d passed on the spot to a previously unknown sixth member of their team. Hey, a girl could hope!

      I dove down and inspected the ruins of the house, just in case, but saw nothing interesting. The double-wide carport, a cheap premade unit, sat behind what remained of the house, not touching it, which explained how it had survived the conflagration. Junk had been piled under the canopy, tattered blue tarps flapping uselessly in the hot desert wind.

      I was all too aware that Titus had sensed my presence once, as had Lazlo, so I erred on the side of caution and remained out of view behind the junk for a few seconds. Less formidable dragons hadn’t sensed me, so I was probably safe, but I didn’t want to risk Ash, Ana and Lizi’s safety.

      As wrong as it sounded, I actually hoped I’d find Ash bound and gagged alongside Ana and Lizi. Of course I wanted him to be healthy and safe, but everything would be so much easier if we were only dealing with a rogue jadokari. The alternative was too horrible to even consider.

      Mustering my courage, I picked my way along the shaded side of the carport. Because I wasn’t actually there, the heat didn’t bother me, and as a specter, shadows weren’t going to hide me any better than full sunlight, but it felt like the right direction to go. Just before the pile of junk ended, I paused and listened hard. I heard nothing but the plasticky rustle of an old tarp.

      Slowly, I peered around an old refrigerator dating back to before Max was born. It took a second for my eyes to adjust, but when they did, my heart nearly burst with relief. Ana sat on an old five-gallon bucket with Lizi in her lap. Their faces were ashen with fear, though Ana continuously murmured encouraging words in her daughter’s ear. Judging by Lizi’s red eyes and nonstop sniffling, either it wasn’t working, or she was still sick.

      Strangely, neither was tied up, which made me wonder why Ana didn’t simply shift and fly away with her child. I could understand her not wanting to risk Lizi’s safety by shifting and antagonizing Ash, but there was no sign of him. So why hadn’t she—

      The answer came in a loud thud. Then the ground trembled. Shuffling footsteps approached from the house side of the carport and Lizi started to whimper softly. A huge figure loomed at the wide opening to the carport and my heart broke into a million pieces.

      Scales speckled Ash’s flesh, though he hadn’t fully shifted into his dragon form. His frame was exponentially larger than when he was fully human, and every time he took a breath, a snort of smoke ghosted up from his elongated face. His eyes flashed neon green as he glared at his cousins. He shook his head like a fly was buzzing in his ear. Or like he was crazy.

      Feral. It was the only way to describe him in that moment, half-shifted and out of his mind. He muttered nonsense, either to himself or to his captives, I couldn’t be sure because it made no sense. Except for his distinct lizardy features, it would have been easy to assume he was heavily intoxicated, either with lots of booze or hard drugs. But of course, neither of those things had caused this. The Heart had.

      “Ash…” I breathed, unable to stop myself.

      His terrifying, mutated face jerked toward me, hate and rage rolling off him like waves of toxic radiation. I opened my mouth to scream…

      …and then I was back in the council chambers, Kellum and Ryen keeping me upright as my forehead lolled onto Danic’s back. I jerked back to life and sent a single blast to my boys.

      I found them!
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      “What just happened?” roared Elder Gerard, his dusky skin darkening with anger and his black eyes flicking around the chamber.

      The other elders looked just as alarmed as Gerard, including Lazlo, who turned his hard gray gaze toward the guys and me. He locked onto me like a guided missile, his eyes narrowing in suspicion.

      Hard to blame him. My boys were still hiding me from the council and holding me up, otherwise the exhaustion I felt after connecting with all four of them and hunting down Ash would have brought me to my knees.

      “Something just happened in here,” Gerard continued wailing, “which is a clear breach of council protocol!”

      Lazlo took a step toward me, probably expecting his employees — and weir members — to back away, but they remained resolutely around me, protecting me. I peeked between Danic and Hale’s shoulders and met the acting casique’s gaze.

      “It was you, wasn’t it?” he asked, his stony tone so soft my ears barely heard it, but so powerful I quaked in my comfy tennies.

      “What?” Ryen said, playing the innocent fool. “Probably just an earthquake or something.”

      “Stop lying!” Tybalt shouted, his already-red, bulbous nose turning an alarming shade of crimson.

      Percival patted the air and shot Tybalt a warning look. “Tensions are high at the moment, but no one should lose their head.”

      Turning back to our little group, he whipped off his glasses and cleaned them furiously on the tail of his button-down shirt. Only once he was satisfied with their state of cleanliness did he tuck his shirt tail back in and address us directly.

      “You did something, didn’t you, Miss Fiske?”

      As much as I wanted to keep the information to myself, I couldn’t lie to the council. Not outright. Max wouldn’t have approved, first of all, and secondly, maybe these old guys would have an idea of how to handle the situation.

      “Yes,” I answered, stepping between Hale and Danic, my knees finally strong enough to hold me.

      “A vision?” Lazlo asked.

      I nodded, gulping back my emotions. I was losing loved ones left and right over the damn stone in my pocket. First Max, who was god knows where, then Zoe, now Ash and his cousins. I hated the Heart.

      “What did you see, Favor?” Kellum asked gently, a tinge of sadness coloring his request.

      He knew what I was about to say. They hadn’t been with me, like in my dream, but they could sense my emotions as easily as I sensed theirs. Hale’s hand slipped into mine and held tight. He didn’t want me to expose Ash, but at the same time, we both knew the time had come to fess up. It wasn’t going to be easy, though. I wasn’t sure my body would allow me to betray him.

      “Ana and Lizi are alive.”

      Every member of the council breathed a sigh of relief, automatically trusting that I was telling the truth. I was, of course, but it seemed odd they’d trust me. A mere human.

      “Where?” Almeric asked, his ancient voice quaking.

      “Somewhere in the desert,” I said with a shrug.

      What? It wasn’t an outright lie. I had to know Ash would be safe before I revealed his exact location. Telling them about the Heart and its effect on Ash was one thing. Feeding him to the wolves was another entirely.

      Lazlo took another step closer, his gaze penetrating me like a laser beam. “And Ash?”

      I swallowed hard and squeezed Hale’s hand. He squeezed back, telling me without words that he wouldn’t blame me for revealing what I’d learned. Still, I chewed on my lip for a full minute before giving a curt nod.

      “He was in attendance as well?” Elder Bob asked in his typical old-fashioned way.

      “You could say that.”

      Almeric tipped his head to the right as he watched me intently. “What else could you say?”

      My breath hitched in my chest. My voice caught in my throat. My body rebelled against my mind, trying to stop me from telling them what had happened, desperate to save Ash. But what about Ana and Lizi?

      That did the trick.

      “One could also say that he’s sick, that the Dragon’s Heart” —I shot a look at the council— “the malum or the guli, whichever you prefer. That it poisoned him, that it’s scrambled his mind.”

      The old men looked suitably alarmed at that, their eyes drifting down occasionally to the bulge in my pocket. But Lazlo caught the scent of my subterfuge.

      “And?”

      I took a deep breath and braced myself. “And…the jadokari didn’t kidnap Ana and Lizi. Ash did.”

      The chamber erupted again, the outraged elders shouting over each other so no one could make sense of anything. I quaked under their fury.

      “He kidnapped his own cousins?” Aleric growled

      “Forget their relation,” Gerard snarled, “he kidnapped two females!”

      “And one of them is but a mere fledgling,” added Bob, his old-timey wig bouncing as he shook his head in disappointment.

      “Unforgivable!” Tybalt shouted. Why was he so damn loud all the time?

      “He hasn’t harmed them,” I added quickly, leaving off the word that pinged around in my head.

      Yet.

      “Yet,” Percival said, as if reading my mind. “We need to find them immediately and handle this situation before it gets any further out of hand.”

      “Agreed,” Bob said, pounding his fist on the table once, then shaking away the pain.

      Lazlo finally tore his attention away from me and focused on the council. “Might I remind everyone that Ash Campbell is a fine young member of our weir, who has worked tirelessly on the side of right. He’s proven himself to be an asset to all of us. Let’s not lose our heads and act rashly before we understand what’s at play here.”

      “What’s at play,” Tybalt said, his tone dark and menacing, “is that one of our own has gone off the deep end. A travesty, no doubt, but losing him would be far less of a blow than losing two females, and you know it, Lazlo.”

      My stomach tightened into a fist at the mention of losing Ash. I couldn’t feel my fingers from how hard Hale was squeezing my hand and I didn’t care.

      Gerard nodded emphatically. “Some dragons simply hatch from bad eggs.”

      Dragons hatch from eggs? I wondered, knowing this was far from the right time for such thoughts, but having it anyway.

      It’s just an expression, Ryen replied inside my head.

      I hadn’t even tried broadcasting that time. Weird!

      “But he didn’t,” Lazlo said, confusion and fear and pain vivid in his expression. “He and Hale’s parents died saving dragonkind, and Maximus himself raised them as his own. I’ve employed Ash for five years, and I love him like a son.”

      Almeric shook his head with profound despair. “I understand, Lazlo, but if the boy’s mental state has deteriorated to the point of endangering two females, I’m afraid we have no option.”

      My heart pounded fast and hard in my chest, the damn Heart keeping time. I really didn’t like the sound of that, but I was too afraid to ask what they meant. Once I heard the answer, all hope would be lost.

      “Casique Aurelia,” Elder Percival said as he stood. When Lazlo nodded his acknowledgment, Percival continued. “I move the council vote on whether we should take immediate action against Ash Campbell for the crimes of kidnapping and putting female dragons in grave danger.”

      “Second!” shouted Tybalt, barely waiting for Percival to finish speaking.

      Before Lazlo could say a word, all five elders sitting behind the crescent-shaped table raised their hands and called out, “Aye!”

      I looked frantically at Kellum, Danic, Ryen, Hale, even Lazlo. They all seemed stunned by the vote.

      “What’s that mean?” I asked.

      Grumpy Gerard leaned forward on the table, rather aggressively, and said, “It means, once we find him, we put him down.”

      “No!” Hale and I shouted in unison, panic rising to the point of overflowing.

      I stepped toward them, anger welling up and out of my mouth. “Max is the casique of this weir! He would never allow—”

      Gerard interrupted me. “Maximus is not here. He’s left us on our own to sort out these things for ourselves. If he doesn’t like it, then he should be here.”

      “There must be another way,” Lazlo hissed at the old men, but they remained unswayed.

      “He’s crossed an unforgivable line,” Almeric said, sadness in his voice and demeanor.

      “But he’s not in his right mind,” I argued. “The Heart—”

      “Even more reason to put him out of his misery,” Percival said with surprising gentleness. “If he’s this far gone, he’s beyond saving.”

      “You don’t know that!” Hale cried, his cheeks red with rage and fear.

      “Exactly,” Kellum said. “Favor’s powers—”

      Tybalt scoffed loudly. “A human’s powers are supposed to cure a crazed dragon? Please!”

      “That’s enough,” Lazlo said.

      He caught my gaze, his eyes flashing silver, as if his dragon floated close to the surface. A question swam in them, though he didn’t speak for a long, tense moment. When he finally did, his words didn’t match the wish in his eyes.

      “Tell us where he is, Favor.”

      My entire body vibrated. Asking me to tell them where they could find Ash so they could kill him was like asking me to cut off my own leg with a pair of kiddy scissors. Not gonna happen. Inconceivable. As much as I didn’t want to lie to the council, even Max would have approved of what I was about to do. At least until we could try to save them all.

      I focused on Lazlo, my mind searching for some kind of link or connection so I could send him a message. I’d never successfully sent a message to anyone except one — or all — of my boys and Max. And even with Max, we communicated through my visions, not telepathically, so I had very little hope it would work. But I wasn’t going to give up on Ash so easily.

      As my lips spoke the words, “I don’t know,” I hurled a desperate plea at Lazlo with every ounce of energy I had left in me.

      Give us an hour to fix this!

      To my eternal surprise, his eyes widened slightly, as if he heard me, then he quickly recovered his composure so the rest of the council didn’t see. A thrill of victory rolled through me. It worked!

      Turning his back on me, he faced the council again. “Since the girl doesn’t know where they are specifically, I will arrange a search party with our best and strongest to locate them.”

      Gerard and Tybalt glared at me with suspicion, but since the acting casique had just laid out a solid plan, they couldn’t really argue.

      “How long will it take to get that organized?” Almeric asked, his wise and cloudy eyes flicking between Lazlo and me.

      “About an hour.” Though Lazlo’s gaze never wavered from the council table, I knew his comment had been directed at us as a warning. “At that point, we will hunt down Ash Campbell and deal with him however the council sees fit.”
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      One hour.

      Not much could be done in L.A. in one hour. It could often take that long to drive only a couple of miles.

      My leg jiggled with anxiety as I leaned forward to check Ryen’s speed. Sixty. Respectable, but nowhere near as fast as dragons could fly in a straight line.

      “Tell me again why I can’t just hop on one of your backs so we could fly there?” I asked, falling back against the seat with an impatient huff. “Our hour is almost up already.”

      Kellum turned to me, capturing me with the depths of his bottomless blue eyes. “We can’t risk it, Favor. We fly at very high altitudes, especially over the city. As dragons, we can withstand the lack of oxygen, it’s what we’re built for. But you’d just pass out and fall to your death. Not an option. Got it?”

      “But Ash…”

      Ryen caught my eye in the rearview mirror. “We’re almost there, Favor. We’ll get there before Lazlo’s search party is off the ground. He’ll stall as long as he can, so we might even get a few extra minutes.”

      “Besides, they don’t know where to start looking,” Hale said, his words hopeful but his tone dire.

      Because they did know. They knew the exact location Titus had taken Zoe, and they knew I’d found Ash, Ana and Lizi in the desert. It wouldn’t take a genius to put it all together. As grouchy and ancient as the elders might be, they weren’t stupid.

      I stared out the window as the hole in my heart grew. The chasm between Ash and me had widened to the point I wondered if it might destroy me from the inside out. My body ached at the separation, both physical and emotional.

      It felt as if he’d unplugged whatever mystical cable had connected us. Erased me from his memory banks. Built a firewall around himself so I couldn’t see inside him. And that hurt. Not just my feelings, but my soul.

      Within minutes, Ryen pulled up in front of the pile of char and ashes that had once been a house. The carport stood alone behind the mess, deep shadows obscuring anything going on under it. If Ash was still here, he’d hidden himself.

      “So what’s the plan—” Ryen started, but Danic had already torn open his door and jumped out, fists clenched. “Well, I guess that answers that.”

      Kellum jumped out after Danic, followed by Hale and Ryen. I sat and watched from inside as Kellum said something to Danic, who was growing larger by the second. He nodded and stopped growing but didn’t shrink back either.

      Climbing out of the rig on the side facing away from the ruins of the house, I dug the Dragon’s Heart from my jeans and tucked it into the pocket on the back of the driver’s seat. Bringing it any closer to Ash seemed like a very bad idea.

      I rounded the back of the SUV at the same moment Ash emerged from the shadows of the carport. He was still half-shifted, but even more out of it than before. His predatory gaze landed on me and I realized nothing of his sweet, sorta dorky persona remained.

      Danic, Kellum, Ryen and Hale moved to block me from him, or vice versa, but I could still see the way his body twitched and his head jerked as he walked. Murder flashed in his gaze.

      But I still loved him. Every cell in my body longed for him. Despite the cliché, he completed me. Without him, I wasn’t sure what would happen to our little group, but it wouldn’t be good. There would be no happily ever after for any of us without Ash. I could only hope a small part of him remained inside the half-man, half-dragon stalking toward us, smoke trickling from his half-snout and being swept away by the hot breeze.

      “Ash!” I cried, unable to contain myself any longer.

      I wanted to run to him, but the guys blocked me. Desperate to lay eyes on him, I pushed through them, giving them no option but to make way. Danic’s massive paw on my shoulder stopped me from advancing, but at least I had a clear view of Ash now.

      “You!” he growled, his voice deep and gravelly, barely intelligible thanks to his strange new anatomy. “You have the guli. Give it to me!”

      I shrugged out from under Danic’s hand and took a step closer. Just one. I’m not an idiot.

      “I can’t do that, Ash. It’s dangerous. It’s made you sick.”

      His upper lip peeled back in a terrifying snarl that showed his partially grown fangs. “Once I have the guli, I’ll be fine. Give it to me!”

      I took another step closer. We were a million miles apart, but every step toward him closed the gap, at least a little.

      “Ash, you’re not in your right mind. The Dragon’s Heart is evil and it’s hurt you. We’re here to help you.”

      The sound that burst out of him was a toxic mix of a humorless laugh and a threatening roar. “Help? You’re here to kill me. Hand over the guli. Now!”

      He twitched again, then shook his enlarged head. He muttered something to himself, completely out of his mind. When he glanced back at the carport, my heart sank. Ana and Lizi, assuming they were still alive, were in there, and Ash was much closer to them than we were to him. Three long strides and he’d have them in his talons.

      “Fine,” I said. The guys behind me drew in sharp breaths, but I barreled forward. “I’ll give you the Dragon’s Heart, but first you have to let Ana and Lizi go free. Deal?”

      Ash returned his attention to me and cocked his head to one side. His huge nostrils flared, sending more smoke into the dry air. For a brief flash, I thought I saw something in his eyes, but then he shook his head again and it was gone.

      “No! You stole it from me! Give it back, thief!”

      I blinked in confusion. He was really messed up.

      “Ash, I didn’t steal it. You left it behind, don’t you remember? In Ana’s toilet tank.”

      He frowned at me — at least I think he was frowning — then shook his head even more violently. One massive arm with the longest fingernails in the world swatted at something invisible next to his ear.

      “Lies! I wouldn’t leave it behind. It’s mine. I found it. You stole it. I never…”

      He trailed off, as if he wasn’t sure about that after all. I inched closer again, hoping my presence might calm him, as the touch of my boys always soothed me. It was all I had left. I was unarmed, unprotected. I approached him with love, but I had no idea if love could overpower the evil of the Dragon’s Heart.

      An eardrum-shattering screech of a dragon cracked across the sky. Shielding my eyes from the sun, I counted the swarm approaching fast from the west. The council’s search party, at least a dozen strong. They’d take one look at Ash, wild-eyed and vicious, and blast him with their dragonfire.

      That couldn’t happen. Part of me would die with him, a part that would make life meaningless. I looked back at the others and silently told them to stay put, then scuttled as close to Ash as I could without being in arm’s reach.

      “Ash,” I pleaded, pouring all my love into my words, “are you in there? I love you.”

      Another screech filled the air, much closer, almost on top of us. I looked to the sky to see exactly how close. Danic howled a warning, and then Ash had his lizardy arms around me, holding me in front of him as he dragged me back toward the carport. Kellum, Ryen and Hale struggled to hold back an enraged Danic.

      “Give me the guli,” he shrieked at them, “or I’ll kill her!”
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      Danic broke free from his brothers and cousin, his body growing to match Ash’s size in the blink of an eye. But Ash was faster. He pressed a needle-sharp talon into the soft flesh of my neck that he’d kissed the day before. Danic froze, furious and frightened at the same time.

      “Another step and she’s dead,” Ash snarled behind me, his breath so hot it scalded the skin on my neck and cheek. His chest heaved and his heart beat in an unnatural staccato pattern that didn’t feel right.

      “Ash,” I said, gently wrapping my fingers around the wrist at my neck. “I need to see Ana and Lizi before I give you the heart. I need to make sure they’re okay.”

      Before he could answer, I sent a mental message to the others. If he’d been clear-headed, he would have heard it too.

      Stay put until I call for you.

      They didn’t reply, but I saw their understanding, even at a distance. They didn’t look happy about it, but they didn’t move either, so I counted that as a win.

      Ash grumbled at my request. His head jerked skyward, toward the squadron of dragons bearing down on him. On us. He muttered something under his blistering breath and dragged me backward, always keeping me in front of him, using me as a shield. His movements were heavy and purposeful, but they also felt ungainly, as if he wasn’t comfortable in his own half-shifted skin.

      “I know you don’t want to hurt them, Ash,” I said softly, never letting my hand leave his wrist, hoping against hope my touch would somehow override the hold the Heart had on his mind. Or at least weaken it. “I know you love them.”

      His body twitched hard, shaking me with it. He muttered again, but this time I understood the words. “That’s why I put it in the toilet.”

      He was still in there! It wasn’t time to celebrate yet, but the fact he remembered leaving the Heart behind was a step in the right direction. Unfortunately, with a bunch of pissed off dragons heading our way, now wasn’t the time for baby steps. More like big leaps off tall cliffs.

      When we reached the opening to the carport, scuffling backward the entire way, he threw me to the dirt, right at the feet of Ana and Lizi. The moment I was out of his grasp, the volume and tenor of his snarling grew louder, more angry. As much as I wanted to launch myself at him to ease the insanity that was destroying him, I also needed to make sure Ana and Lizi were okay.

      “Favor,” Ana gasped, staring at me with wide, frightened eyes.

      Lizi blinked at me, too exhausted for any more tears. Tiny fingers reached out to me, but Ash spun around and hissed, “Shut up!”

      Lizi jerked away from him and buried her face in Ana’s neck, whimpering, “Mother.” I quickly closed the distance between us on my hands and knees, pulling them into a tight hug.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I whispered low to not aggravate Ash any further.

      I scanned their bodies, looking for injuries but found nothing major. Lizi’s previously flushed face looked clear and healthy. I pressed a cheek to her forehead and her temperature felt totally normal. She was fine, except for a small scrape on her arm.

      At this point, I probably shouldn’t have been surprised, but I was anyway. As comfortable as I was growing with some of my powers, the power to heal confused me. Don’t get me wrong, I was happy to have it, but I’d never heard of a dragon keeper who could heal with her touch.

      Just to make sure I still had it, I pressed my lips against Lizi’s minor scrape. I had no idea how long it would take to heal — if it healed at all — but my staring at it probably wouldn’t speed things up any.

      “Favor—” Ana started, but Ash cut her off.

      “Enough!”

      In the minute or two I’d been tending to Ana and her daughter, Ash had grown even larger and more terrifying. If I didn’t figure out how to stop the progression of his disease — or whatever you’d call it — we might all wake up dead in the morning.

      “Guli,” he hissed, spurts of fire flickering deep in his maw. “Now!”

      I unfurled myself and stood in front of the girls, as if my slight frame could stand up to even a flick of his hand. Still, I stood firm. “Release them first.”

      “No!” he snarled, apparently reduced to single-word answers, which was a good thing, because I was having trouble understanding him anyway.

      “Ash,” I said calmly, moving closer to him, “I won’t leave you. I won’t even try. I will be your captive, but you have to let them go first.”

      His lips peeled back as his crazy eyes darted between each of us, then over his shoulder at what was lurking outside. The wheels turned slowly in his muddled brain.

      “Fine.”

      I waved at them to stand. Poor Lizi clung to her mom like a barnacle as Ana stood, cradling her daughter like the most precious thing in the world. She murmured soothing words into the girl’s ear as we approached the carport’s opening.

      When we stepped into the sunlight, it felt like we were walking onto the set of a movie, where the bad guy took someone hostage and a SWAT team was already in place, ready to take him down. Only instead of humans, four massive dragons stood twenty feet from the carport, surrounding it the best they could. My boys were together again, though the circumstances could have been better.

      A quick glance to the sky behind Kellum, Danic, Ryen and Hale’s dragons showed Lazlo’s posse closing fast. We had five minutes, if that.

      At the sight of his fully shifted brethren, Ash grabbed Lizi from her mother’s arms and held her up like a shield. Ana shrieked in fury and fear, her eyes flashing reptilian as she grew larger, but at Lizi’s scream she stopped herself.

      Gingerly, totally aware that every move had life or death potential, I laid a hand on Ash’s scaly arm. He never took his eyes off the dragons before us, but I could tell he was aware of my presence.

      “Ash, please don’t hurt Lizi. She’s just a child, a fledgling.”

      Ash hissed in reply. I tried to reach out to him with my mind as well, but that was still a no-go, whether by design or default.

      “Take me instead, Ash. I promise I will not leave you. I love you. Listen to me and everyone will be okay.”

      The dragon posse flew low behind my guys, forming a tight circle around us. Ash grew agitated so I squeezed his arm to draw his attention back to me.

      “Please.”

      Without acknowledging me in any way, he shoved Lizi back into her mother’s arms and pulled me into his. He wrapped both arms around my waist and I leaned back into him, pressing my body against his. I stroked his arms slowly, so as much of me touched as much of him as possible, hoping it might make some kind of difference.

      “Go,” I whispered to Ana, and she bolted from the carport and ran to the far side of the SUV, where I’m sure she comforted her scared child.

      The members of the posse landed behind my guys, one by one, until only four remained in the air. The only one I recognized was Lazlo, but he hung back and allowed a dark green dragon to take the lead. When he opened his mouth, a roar didn’t come out but rather a series of hisses and snorts.

      Balaur, the ancient dragon tongue. The only time I’d ever heard it spoken was when dragons were in their human form. It sounded much different when they were huge, flame-spouting dragons. Yet…also the same. I still had no clue how I could understand it.

      “Ash Campbell,” the dragon called. “Release the human woman known as Favor Fiske. You will receive no further warning!”

      I gripped Ash’s arms and shouted back at the guy in his own language. “You’re wasting your breath. I’m not leaving his side!”

      Funny thing about dragons, the scales and leathery skin can make it hard to read emotions in their faces, but there was no mistaking the look of shock on the dragon’s face that not only could I understand him, but that I’d spit his own language back at him. Hell, I was surprised at that myself.

      Kellum’s fangs showed in what I knew was a smile but any other human on the planet would have seen as a threatening snarl. He probably had a list in his head of all my growing powers, and one more just got added.

      “Favor Fiske,” the lead dragon hissed, “we do not want you to be harmed, but if you don’t move—”

      “Yeah, yeah, I’ll be fricasseed Fiske. I get it. Can we just get on with it already?”

      My guys took a step closer to the carport, their eyes never wavering from me, despite the chaos surrounding us. They looked worried. I felt worried. Not about what Ash might do but how to save him. I was at a loss.

      Clearly my healing powers didn’t extend to malum-induced insanity, because he’d spent hours away from the Heart — with me touching him a lot — before he went off the deep end. Either he or the Heart had effectively blocked me from connecting with him emotionally. Quite honestly, he barely seemed to recognize me anymore.

      I needed time. Time to figure out what to do. But time was the one luxury I no longer had. The dark green dragon shot Lazlo a look, but he remained impassive, a neutral observer. I couldn’t blame him, really. He had to act in the best interests of the weir, but he cared too deeply for Ash to be the one to order his execution. If he left that decision to someone else, he wouldn’t feel as if he’d betrayed someone he loved.

      The green dragon nodded to his posse, giving a silent order. They moved forward as a single unit, one step behind my guys. All at once, they took in a deep breath, their barrel chests expanding like they didn’t have ribs. In about two seconds, they’d release their dragonfire and roast us both.

      Yet I couldn’t think of anything to do. So I stopped thinking and simply acted.

      Spinning around inside the cage of Ash’s massive arms, I looked up at him with tears in my eyes. I no longer recognized him. Hate filled his reptilian eyes as he watched the posse ready themselves to kill us. But I had to believe Ash was still in there somewhere, behind the rage. I just had to find him.

      Taking a deep breath of my own, I closed my eyes and sent a powerful blast to my guys, as loud and clear as I could manage.

      Now!

      I didn’t need to see them to know they lunged forward and spread their wings, drawing snorts and roars from the posse of dragons behind them. As they maneuvered themselves around Ash and me, I distracted Ash by climbing him like the old pine tree that had stood in my parents’ yard, many years ago. I threw my arms as far around his thickening neck as I could and wrapped my legs around his expanding torso.

      My sudden action stunned him momentarily, which was long enough for Kellum, Danic, Ryen and Hale to complete the circle around us, shielding us with their wings. A screech of anger sounded behind them, then some guttural comments in Balaur instructing the posse to proceed.

      I prayed the leathery shield would hold with only four of them, instead of five. No one had a clue how the Dome of Defense worked, so with one member missing, it was entirely possible we were all about to be flambéed.

      Grabbing Ash’s massive, green head, I pulled him to me, wasting no time in pressing my lips to his reptilian half-snout. It was the last thing he expected me to do — me too, if I’m being honest — so he didn’t react immediately, which gave me precious seconds to pour every ounce of love I had for him into that kiss.

      My love, the love of our old family connections, the love of our newly formed family, the love for every second we’d shared together, from the first time our fingers had touched on the drive along the coastline to the morning before, when we’d made love in his apartment, before everything had gone so terribly wrong.

      I channeled every emotion, every memory, every sensation we’d ever shared into his psyche, battling against the wall he’d erected against me. And yet it held.

      The other four lowered their heads until each one touched me with their snout, their wings overlapping a split second before the dragonfire of nearly a dozen beasts hit them with the force of an atomic bomb.

      As the world around us exploded, the Novak brothers and Ash’s twin allowed their love for both of us to flow into me, and I let it stream right into Ash. As hard as the posse was blasting us, I blasted the wall blocking off Ash even harder, until a crack formed.

      Sweat slicked my skin as the inside of our little love bubble heated up to unbearable temperatures, but I refused to ease up on my onslaught. This ended now, one way or another.

      Ash struggled against me, trying to knock me away from him, but I clung to him like shit to a shovel, continuously flooding him with love. His resistance weakened, and with a massive psychic explosion, the dam crumbled.

      His body relaxed against me, almost going slack, and in that moment, I knew this was right. This was how it would be from here on out — the six of us against the world, no matter what it threw at us. Regardless of the storms we weathered in the future, we would always have each other. The bond between us was stronger than any I’d ever experienced, or ever would experience. If we stayed together, working as one, as we were doing now, we just might make it.

      And make it we did. The flames bouncing off the protective dome of four pairs of leathery wings weakened and finally stopped altogether. When they retracted and sunlight kissed my skin, waking me from my daze, I found myself on the ground, my face wet with tears. And in my arms lay an unconscious Ash, in his human form, naked and covered head to toe in his namesake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “I could get used to this,” Ryen sighed as he pulled out the foot rest of the plush leather chair he was lounging in.

      I smiled, overcome with affection for all of my boys now that we were back together again. “It’s certainly the nicest plane I’ve ever been on.”

      Kellum’s eyebrow shot up when he glanced over at me. “And exactly how many planes have you been on, Favor?”

      My cheeks heated up. I was too embarrassed to admit this was my first, but Kellum had known anyway. Probably all of them. This link between us grew stronger every day. At this rate, by the time we tracked down Max to help us figure out what was going on, they’d be able to read my mind, whether I wanted them to or not.

      “Never you mind,” I sniffed, giving him a quick wink that earned me a deep chuckle.

      The jet Lazlo had arranged for us was beyond decadent. I suspected he didn’t own it outright, but solving mysteries for dragonkind’s elite most likely came with certain perks. Such as booking a luxury jet at the last minute, when the need arose. I certainly wasn’t complaining.

      Sporting a full bar, the jet offered more extravagance than I was accustomed to. Dang, a meal at Roscoe’s felt like a night out on the town to me. But the original artwork bolted to the fuselage, the custom calf-skin seats, the birdseye maple tables, and the pièce de résistance — a private bedroom with an obnoxiously massive bed.

      “Well, it beats flying coach,” Danic said, stretching out with a smile. He filled every inch of the big seat, and then some, but still looked comfortable. I couldn’t imagine him managing to fit in a coach seat.

      Ryen grinned at him. “You can say that again, bro. Every time I fly coach, I seem to get seated between a farter and a crying baby. Oh, and the kid behind me kicking the back of my seat every thirteen seconds. Every. Damn. Time. It’s like the flight attendants see me coming and shuffle the seating arrangement to make sure I suffer the most.”

      “It’s all the bad karma you’ve racked up playing practical jokes,” Hale teased.

      Ash groaned next to me on a small loveseat, squeezing my hand for reassurance. “God, I hope karma doesn’t exist, because after what I put everyone through the last couple of days…”

      I leaned my head on his shoulder, happiness filling every nook and cranny of my soul. “It wasn’t your fault, Ash. It was the Heart. Everyone knows that.”

      He snorted in response, guilt still eating him up from the inside out. Kellum shook his head, taking the full weight of the situation onto his shoulders.

      “The Dragon’s Heart is a powerful malum. I was foolish to not realize it held such dark power.”

      Ryen lifted his head from the down-filled head rest. “Or, ya know, Uncle Max could have just told us.”

      Part of me wanted to defend Max, but Ryen had a point. As worried as I was about Max’s unexplained absence, it also frustrated me. For five rather boring years, he’d taught me very little about being a keeper, and now that my powers were filling in, he’d disappeared along with any and all instruction on how to use them. Gee, thanks, Max!

      “Honestly, I’d just like to know where he is,” I said. “I know Aunt Shirley would. When I talked to her before take-off, she asked if I’d had any more visions of him. She obviously misses him.”

      “I’m sure he’s off doing something he thinks is very important,” Ryen said, only partially joking.

      One of the four enforcers Lazlo had sent with us to serve as additional muscle — Jordy — turned toward Ryen. They’d boarded the plane silently, suspicion oozing off them, but by the time we’d reached cruising altitude, they’d heard enough to realize Ash really had been under a spell and not just making a convenient excuse.

      “Our casique would never abandon us without good reason,” Jordy said.

      He was at least as big and muscle-bound as Danic and had a perceptive quality about him. They were all good, loyal soldiers, and I couldn’t deny I was relieved they’d joined us.

      “Yeah,” said another, his name Gunner, “we may work for Lazlo Aurelia but ultimately we answer to Maximus Novak.”

      All four nodded their agreement. I loved their loyalty and hoped nothing bad happened to any of them once we landed in Romania, about eight thousand hours from now.

      The biggest of the lot, Rocco, leaned forward, his curious gaze fixed on Ash. “Hey, if you don’t mind my asking…do you remember any of it?”

      Ash sighed heavily and let his head fall back onto the lush rest. I could feel his exhaustion in my own bones, but he was back to his old self, every trace of the Heart’s hold on him obliterated by our shared love. Hopefully he could recharge on the flight to Romania, because we would need every ounce of strength we had to find Zoe before the jadokari became impatient and hurt her.

      “I remember every excruciating second. I wish I didn’t, but everything I did is seared into my memory forever. None of it makes sense now, but at the time, it all seemed so logical. So reasonable.”

      The rest of us had heard his version of events already — more than once — but the guys flying with us were pretty low in the overall hierarchy of the weir. If they were going to work with us in Romania, they deserved to have their questions answered.

      “Slashing the tires of every car in our parking lot seemed so smart. Favor wouldn’t listen to reason, so I figured it was the only way to keep her safe.”

      I reached up and kissed his cheek. “But now you know I don’t need you to save me. We all need each other.”

      Ash nodded, smiling an apology at me. “True.”

      “And the airport?” asked the fourth guy, Zander. “I heard you made a bomb threat.”

      Ash slapped a hand to his forehead. “Don’t remind me. Again, I somehow thought getting us kicked off the flight would protect Favor. Ridiculous, I know, but it sure felt like the thing to do then.”

      “What did it feel like?” Gunner asked.

      Ash thought about it for a long moment. “Terrifying. I was out of control, and while I knew it somewhere deep down, I also thought everything I was doing was to protect those I love. In reality, the Dragon’s Heart — the malum in question — turned me against those same people. I was even jealous of Hale at one point. It drove me insane, but some part of me remained totally aware that was happening. I’ve never experienced such torture.”

      “Shit,” Rocco muttered.

      “You can say that again. By the end, that part of me was almost gone. My only desire was to hold the Heart again, which is why I snuck out of Lazlo’s place in the middle of the night. I trashed my apartment to throw everyone off the scent, to make them think the jadokari had nabbed me too.”

      “Then why kidnap those females?” Jordy asked, his keen gaze searching Ash’s for any sign of deception.

      “The corrupted part of my brain, which was most of it by then, decided I wasn’t enough. Another kidnapping would make everyone believe the jadokari were responsible.”

      Zander scratched at his scruffy chin before asking a delicate question. “But didn’t I hear you left that malum thing behind at their house? If you wanted it so bad, why would you do that?”

      Ash dropped his head and laid a hand on the one I had wrapped around his forearm. His thumb stroked the back of my hand gently as he thought about his answer. Finally he looked up at the guy and shrugged.

      “I guess I had a moment of clarity. Even as I terrorized my own cousins, I can remember thinking I needed to hide the Dragon’s Heart — except then I thought of it only as the guli — because if I took it with me, it would make me do something terrible. To them. It must have been my last shred of sanity that made me hide it in the toilet. Unfortunately, it wasn’t strong enough to leave the girls behind. By the time I’d replaced the tank’s cover, the feral part of me forgot all about what I’d just done.”

      “Which is why you thought I stole it,” I said. I gave him another peck on the cheek and got up to get a couple bottles of Perrier from the fridge.

      Perrier!

      Fridge!

      This plane rocked!

      “So where’s this Heart thing now?” asked Jordy.

      I patted my tummy. “Right here.”

      The enforcers’ eyes grew wide with alarm.

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “It’s sealed in a fireproof pouch inside a money belt strapped to my body. Can you feel it?”

      They glanced at each other, then shook their heads.

      “Me either,” Ash said, his tone glum and relieved at the same time.

      Ryen joined me at the bar before I could return to my seat and pulled one of the bottles from my hand. He set it on the counter, then poured a couple fingers of top-shelf Scotch into a tumbler and gave it to me with a wink.

      “He’s gonna need something stronger than fizzy water, my dear.”

      And he did. As soon as I handed the glass to Ash, he tossed it back without even wincing. But a mellowness radiated from him a few seconds later as the amber liquid did its job.

      “I just hope Ana and Lizi will forgive me someday. They must hate me.”

      “They don’t,” Kellum assured him with a sympathetic look. “I spoke to Ana shortly before we took off. Lizi seems to think it was just one big silly game played by her goofy Uncle Ash. She’s amazingly resilient. Ana, on the other hand…”

      Ash groaned and buried his face in his hands.

      “No, it’ll be fine,” I said, rubbing his back. “Before they were whisked away from the scene—”

      “The scene of the crime?” Ash interrupted, giving me a miserable look.

      “Oh, knock it off,” Danic huffed at his cousin. “Everyone knows you weren’t responsible for your actions, Ash. Stop feeling sorry for yourself. It’s not a good look.”

      The tough love hit Ash hard, but after a few incredulous blinks, he nodded his head curtly and sat up straight in his seat, ready to face the world. Or at least those of us on the jet.

      “Anyway,” I said, shooting Danic a dirty glare, “I talked to Ana before they left, and I think I convinced her you’re no longer a danger to them.”

      “How?” asked Ash, frowning.

      “I don’t mean to sound braggy, but I healed a scrape on Lizi’s arm. She wasn’t particularly impressed when I told her I’d healed the kid’s cold, because come on…colds heal on their own. But once she saw the scrape had healed in a matter of minutes, I think she realized bigger forces were at play. Don’t get me wrong, she’s still pissed as hell, but I think she’ll get over it. Eventually.”

      “God, I hope so,” he said, shaking his head, but not allowing himself to fall back into the black hole of self-pity.

      “You know what I’m curious about,” said Jordy, leaving the comment hanging in the air for a few seconds before actually telling us. “How the hell did you survive being blasted by dragonfire from several enforcers? I didn’t think that was even possible.”

      “Neither did we,” Ryen laughed.

      The six of us shared a mini mind-meld. Not exactly a conversation, more of an…understanding. About how much to explain to these guys. We all ended up on the same page — if we were going to trust Lazlo’s enforcers with our lives, we needed to trust they could handle what we were to each other.

      “It wasn’t our first time,” Hale explained. “We’ve done it before, but never with just four of us acting as the shield. Honestly, I’m surprised it worked.”

      “So was everyone else,” Hale said. “I think that’s why the attack dwindled down so quickly. They got spooked.”

      “You want spooked,” Ryen said, grinning broadly. “You should have seen their faces when we furled our wings and they saw Favor and Ash totally unharmed. I swear Lazlo almost shit his pants.”

      “How?” asked the burly one, Rocco.

      “Love,” Ash said without hesitation, his gaze feeling like a caress against my cheek.

      “Oh god,” Ryen groaned. “Could I get some wine with that cheese?”

      “I still don’t understand how you escaped punishment,” said Gunner, ignoring Ryen.

      “Honestly, I don’t either,” Ash replied, dead serious. “Once I woke up and was in my right mind, I offered to accept whatever sentence the council deemed appropriate. I’m not sure why they let me go scot-free.”

      “I do,” Kellum said quietly. “Lazlo told me the council gave Ana the option to determine your penalty since she was the injured party. Once she saw how Favor had healed Lizi’s wound, she realized that she’d probably healed your madness. She said something about the guilt being punishment enough.”

      Ash clenched his jaw and nodded curtly. “She’s right.”

      Rocco glanced at the other enforcers, then at Kellum. “Can you teach us to do it? That shielding thing with your wings?”

      Kellum grimaced. “Sorry, man. We don’t really even know how we do it. We just…do it.”

      I broke up the conversation with an unintentional and absolutely epic yawn. I guess running around fighting dragons for several days with little to no sleep can wear a gal down to a nub.

      “Looks like someone needs her beauty rest,” Ryen teased.

      “No, I’m fi—” I broke off when another massive yawn hit me, proving his point.

      Danic stood and held his hand out to help me up from my cushy seat. When I frowned at it, he waggled his fingers. “We all need to be well-rested so we can hit the ground running once we land.”

      “He’s right,” Ash said gently, giving me a nudge to stand.

      “Fine,” I sighed, as though I didn’t really want to go, but the thought of a big soft bed and a fluffy pillow made me weak in the knees. Or it was simple exhaustion. Either way, Danic was right. We all needed to be at the top of our game to rescue Zoe.

      All of my boys stood to join me, filling me with so much joy and relief we were together again that I choked up a little. Thankfully, no one noticed while Kellum showed the four enforcers how the seats reclined into surprisingly comfortable beds.

      One by one, my guys followed me into the back bedroom, most of which was taken up by a huge bed. Ryen spread his arms wide and fell backward onto it, grinning like a maniac.

      “This thing is ridiculous,” he said, sweeping his arms and legs like he was making a snow angel. “How many orgies do you suppose this bed’s seen?”

      I was too tired to laugh. Somehow I found the energy to kick off my tennies before crawling across the bed to snuggle into him, but the rest of my clothes stayed on. For once.

      I held my hand out to Ash, who snuggled up on the other side of me. If any of my boys needed to be close, it was Ash. And after the trauma we’d all suffered, I needed to be close to him too.

      Hale found a stack of blankets in a closet, which proved easier than all of us piling in under the covers. Mostly because that would have separated them from me, and my body yearned for all of them to touch me. Which they did without my having to ask.

      Danic grabbed my feet and dragged me down enough that he and Kellum could cuddle up to my legs. Hale laid sideways at the foot of the bed, one hand wrapped gently around my ankle. Their presence felt like a security blanket around me as I drifted off, as if nothing in the world could harm us in that moment. Like the most natural thing in the world.

      Like I was born for it.
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        * * *

      

      I opened my eyes to find myself in the corner of a dark, dank room. A small sliver of light crept under the door, while a weak golden glow shown down on the small space from a bare bulb hanging from the high ceiling.

      Zoe’s cell.

      She sat cross-legged on the nasty mattress, gnawing on a hunk of hard, crusty bread. At first I thought her mascara had smudged around her eyes, but when I stepped closer, I saw they were actually dark circles from exhaustion and stress. Her usually perfect brown ringlets — which I knew took her quite a lot of time and money to perfect — had frizzed up, making her look like an inmate from one of those old-timey insane asylums.

      She’d only been gone for two days, but she looked thinner. Frail. She was clearly very hungry, by the way she attacked the hunk of bread. The metal food tray next to the mattress contained a glob of something that may have once resembled food but had turned into a congealed gray mess.

      “Gross, I wouldn’t eat that either,” I mumbled.

      Zoe gasped, her wild eyes darting around as though she’d heard me. But that was impossible. Wasn’t it? I’d only ever been able to communicate with Max during my visions, although I could have sworn my presence had comforted Zoe the last time I visited.

      “Who’s there?” she hissed, fear heavy in her words.

      It wasn’t like there were lots of places to hide in her cell, but her gaze kept sweeping around for the source of the voice. Interesting. She could hear me, but not see me. Another anomaly.

      She gave the room one more scan before sighing heavily and returning her attention to her bread. “Perfect. Now I’m going crazy.”

      My heart broke at the despair in her raspy voice. I crept over to the mattress and kneeled down quietly, hoping my proximity might comfort her. I didn’t want to frighten her any more than she already was, but I couldn’t let her sit here thinking I’d abandoned her.

      “You’re not crazy, Zoe,” I said softly. “Can you really hear me?”

      She gasped again and frantically scurried backward until she was stopped by the damp wall. “Who the fuck is that?!”

      Ah, good ol’ Zoe. At least they hadn’t broken her spirit yet. I only hoped we’d make it in time to keep it that way.

      “It’s me. It’s Favor.”

      “F-Favor?”

      “Yes! It’s me. You’re going to be okay, Zoe. I swear to you. We’re on our way to find you.”

      Zoe’s big brown eyes filled with tears. “Oh my god, I’m losing my mind.”

      “No, you’re not, Zoe. You’re completely sane. The situation is crazy, but you’re fine. I’m here, you just can’t see me.”

      She buried her face in her hands and shook her head violently. “No, no, no, no, no…” she mumbled over and over. Finally, she launched her body off the mattress and ran to the entrance to the room, huge gut-wrenching sobs wracking her small frame as she pounded on the steel-reinforced door.

      “Help!” she screamed, pounding madly and continuously glancing behind her to make sure no one was sneaking up on her.

      I rushed to her side, trying to touch her, but my hand ghosted right through her. Dammit!

      “Shh, Zoe, they’ll hear you,” I said, unsure what words might calm her down. “Please stop. Talk to me.”

      “No!” she shouted, but as soon as the sound of heavy footsteps echoed down the hallway, she stopped with the racket.

      Backing herself into the far corner of the room, she sank to the floor and pulled her knees up to her chest like a little girl. She hid her face again, her shoulders shaking with silent sobs. I remained by the door and cried with her. I’d freaked her out and I couldn’t seem to fix it. Worst of all, a guard was coming. God only knew what he’d do to her.

      A loud clanking rang out and the door swung open on squeaky hinges. A crazy-huge and very irritated guard filled the doorway with his intimidating brawn. His blond hair was cropped mostly short, with a little wispy fringe brushing along his hairline. Very European. Or George Clooney during his Caesar-cut days.

      His keen brown gaze skimmed the room for the source of the commotion, but it skated right over me and landed on Zoe. He scowled at her for a moment, then muttered something in Balaur about what a pain in the ass she was. Zoe yelped in response and slapped her hands over her ears at the horrible sound. With a satisfied smirk, the big man grabbed the door handle to leave.

      “Asshole,” I snapped.

      The guard stiffened and his eyes glowed a sort of rust color as he looked in my direction, nowhere near where Zoe cowered. His gaze ping-ponged between her and where I stood, even though I knew he couldn’t see me. He’d certainly heard me!

      Unable to connect my exclamation to Zoe, he spat on the floor and slowly backed out of the room until the door banged shut. I hurried to Zoe’s side and tried to touch her again. Still no joy, dammit.

      Far from comforting her, my presence only seemed to upset her. And I sure as hell couldn’t blame her. Anyone in her place would think they were going nuts too. As much as I wanted to stay with her for as long as possible, I was only making things worse. But I couldn’t leave without at least saying goodbye.

      “I’m sorry for scaring you, Zoe. I’m leaving now. I just want you to know we’re going to save you from these assholes.” I shot a glare at the closed door. “And that one will be the first to die.”
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for reading THE FLAME OF THE DRAGON’S HEART. If you’ve been enjoying the Harem of Fire series, I hope you can spare a minute to leave a review. Readers rely on reviews to figure out which books they might like, plus they weigh heavily in which books Amazon decides to promote. Just click HERE to leave a review for this book. From the bottom of my heart, THANK YOU!  ❤️
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        * * *

      

      Stay up-to-date on my release schedule, get free content, and anything else fun I can think of by joining my mailing list at www.willahart.com/go/list.
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        * * *

      

      Did you read the FREE prequel to the Harem of Fire series? Find The Glow of the Dragon’s Heart on your favorite ebook retailer!
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      Dearest reader,

      I can hear your thoughts right now. POOR ZOE! Even before I started writing this book, I knew Zoe’s dilemma would have to be put on hold for a more pressing matter. The very thought gutted me, but Favor had to focus on saving Ash, because otherwise there would be no way to save Zoe. Favor needs her boys as much as they need her. Thank god they’re finally on their way to Europe! With Favor’s strange keeper powers growing stronger every day, finding her bestie should be a snap.

      Right?

      LOL! You don’t think I’ll make it that easy on them, do you? Shit’s gonna get real serious real fast in Book 4, The Fire of the Dragon’s Heart. Once Favor and her boys step foot in enemy territory — in the remote mountains of Romania — things don’t go exactly to plan. That’s all I can say without revealing too much, so you’ll just have to read it yourself.  

      Drop by my Facebook reader’s group, Willa’s Harties, to discuss what you think might happen in Romania!

      If  you’re so inclined, I’d be thrilled if you left a review for my books on Amazon, Bookbub or Goodreads, post about them in your favorite RH fan groups, or simply tell a friend.

      
        
        All my ❤️
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