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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    This wasn’t how Vyr Daye’s happily ever after was supposed to be. 
 
    He pushed open the door of the mansion but could tell Riyah wasn’t here. The creaking of the door echoed, and the place was dark and cold. 
 
    Inside of him, the Red Dragon moved in discomfort. It wasn’t because this place was dark like the shifter prison he’d almost died in. It wasn’t because of the cold that made the dragon slower and weaker. It wasn’t because he wasn’t greeted by his Sons of Beasts Crew. Again. 
 
    It was because he still couldn’t push into Riyah’s mind. She’d kicked him out of her head months ago and hadn’t lifted the veil for him to feel what she was feeling. Not even once. Not even when she slept. 
 
    That distance made his dragon want to burn everything. 
 
    Being an Alpha was supposed to be so different. 
 
    Being open about his dragon with the public was supposed to be different. 
 
    Happily ever after was supposed to be different. 
 
    Vyr had ruined everything. 
 
    The worst part? He was always going to ruin everything. Monsters had destinies just like everyone else, and sometimes good people got caught up in the fate of demons. And sometimes it broke them. 
 
    Vyr set his duffle bag on the scuffed wood floors and flipped on the light. 
 
    Nox was sitting there. Vyr startled hard, but kept his face blank. He was getting better at showing no emotion. Just like his father, the Blue Dragon, Damon Daye. 
 
    “I can’t sense you anymore,” Vyr murmured, frowning. Maybe it was another hallucination. Those happened more frequently now. “What have you done?” 
 
    “Not me, Sky-Lizard. Riyah’s protecting us now.” He pointed to his head. “No trespassing in the old noggin’ anymore. Not after that war with Rogue Pride.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a war with them,” Vyr growled, feeling utterly betrayed. By Nox. By Riyah. Fuck. Softer, he said, “I was only after the Tarian Pride.” 
 
    Nox snarled up his lip, and his eyes flashed bright blue for a moment. And then he forced a smile and a laugh while shoving a present across the coffee table. It was in the shape of a book and wrapped in paper with tacos and Santa hats. “I got you a belated Christmas present.” 
 
    “The assload of coal you dumped on the front lawn wasn’t sufficient?” Vyr asked. 
 
    “Just so you don’t get joy out of opening your thoughtful gift,” Nox said, standing and stretching his back. “I got you a book called How Not To Be A Possessive Dick For Dummies.” 
 
    “That’s the most offensive gift I’ve ever been given,” Vyr said, allowing a small internal smile but nothing more. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Wasn’t a compliment.” 
 
    Nox shrugged up his shoulder and made his way toward the hallway. “Hey, Vyr?” he asked, turning just before he disappeared. 
 
    Vyr dragged his gaze from the present. “Yes?” 
 
    “You know who still believes in you?” 
 
    Vyr couldn’t name anyone, so he answered with a head shake.  
 
    Nox thumped himself on the chest and gritted his teeth. “Me. Nevada. Candace. Torren will never quit, even if you succeed in burning the whole fuckin’ world.” Nox swallowed hard and gritted out, “And Riyah. She’s still here, man.” 
 
    “Protecting my own Crew from me.” 
 
    “So stop giving her a reason to protect us. This is the way it was always going to be—” 
 
    “No, this isn’t okay—” 
 
    “It is! You know why? Because you’re the real End of Days, right? It was never Kane who was going to claim the world. It was always you. Guess who called that shit from birth? Me! And Torren! And we picked you anyway because we believe in you. It was always going to be up and down. Good, steady times punctuated by rock-fuckin’-bottom and your control slipping. But you know what you learn when you’re at the top? Nothing. And you know what you learn at rock bottom?” Nox snarled up his lip and his eyes flashed brighter. “Everything.” 
 
    Vyr’s eyes burned, but he didn’t know why. He’d cried twice in his whole life. Once the day he thought the New IESA had killed his dragon. And once on the worst day of his life, six months ago. What was wrong with him? He only knew one thing for sure. “I’ve failed her—” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up. None of that self-pity shit here, Red Dragon. Riyah knew what she was getting when she chose you. And so did the rest of us. Remember that video you made us? When you needed us in that prison? When you needed us to be there for you? You said, ‘Come. Here.’ And we did. No questions asked, we came for you.” Nox jammed a finger at Vyr. “You owe us. Come. Here.” He swallowed hard, his eyes rimmed with moisture that fell to his cheeks, and he ran his hand down his face roughly to dry it. “Come back.” 
 
    Nox disappeared into the dark hallway. He’d changed over this last trip. He was angry now. Not normal Nox who was angry at the world but kept his sense of humor. This was a tired Nox. This was a side of him Vyr had never seen. Vyr’s fault. This was all on him. 
 
    He needed to figure out a way to stop the Red Dragon from his plans and fix his Crew. 
 
    In a hoarse voice, Vyr called out, “Where is she?” 
 
    “Orchard,” was all the Son of the Cursed Bear said. 
 
    Vyr rolled his eyes closed and sighed. Fuck. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    He was here. Vyr. Not her Vyr, because Riyah hadn’t seen hide nor hair of her Vyr in months. But the shell was here. 
 
    She fought the temptation to let her walls down, but she couldn’t let him feel the sadness she did right now. Not when she was looking at the tiny gravestones on the ground, in the very back corner of her very favorite place—her orchard. 
 
    She knew it wasn’t the real him, and he would be like he always was—distant. But she still got excited to see him anyway, because she loved him unconditionally. She loved him to the stars and back, and her heart would feel that way until her last breath. He was everything. 
 
    She pushed off her knees and smiled at the stones because that’s where she was at. This was the point in her healing she had reached. She could smile again, and it was a big deal. 
 
    Power pulsed inside of her, but she gritted her teeth and closed her eyes, focused on keeping the energy inside of her. This place was sacred, and it deserved better than her losing control and decimating it. 
 
    Everyone thought Vyr was the danger. And he was. But he wasn’t the only one. 
 
    It was the day after Christmas, and the snow was thick and crisp on the ground. She should’ve been cold, but she didn’t feel much anymore. The rows of fruit trees had lost all their leaves that autumn, and this place looked barren and cold to anyone else. But to her, this was home. Why? Because Vyr had made it for her. He’d bought this land, planted the trees, and built the giant shed for all the equipment. For the last two years, he’d helped her harvest the fruit and sell them at flea markets like she’d done with her mother as a child. 
 
    Riyah was a witch, natural born, just like her mother was. Like Vyr was and his mother, Clara Daye. She could feel him getting closer. Vyr, Vyr, Vyr. She began to jog. His mind was open. 
 
    Where are you? Riyah, where are you? 
 
    She wanted to answer him, but she couldn’t lift the veil. Her feelings would set off his volatile dragon. 
 
    She ran faster. There he was. She could see his aura long before she could make out his facial features. Muddy brown. No more purple. He hadn’t been a pretty color in months. No, he wasn’t her Vyr, but at least part of him was here. 
 
    Long, powerful strides headed straight for her. She wasn’t imagining him, not this time. He was here. He was home. She pushed her legs faster. His red hair was mussed. Longer on top, short on the sides. He’d gotten a haircut somewhere while he was away. Bright silver eyes with elongated pupils. The Red Dragon. He was bigger than when he’d left. He’d put on seven…maybe ten pounds of muscle. It was obvious in his tight white sweater. His powerful legs were pushing against the fabric of his jeans as he moved faster toward her. His skin was so pale. It was as white as the snow he walked on. And the closer she got, the more exhausted his eyes looked. 
 
    Instinct told her to stop. Experience told her to stop. He would reject her again. Dozens of little rejections, but she wanted him to let her in. And maybe, just maybe, it would be different this time. 
 
    She didn’t stop. She ran right into his outstretched arms and held on as tight as she could. She didn’t cry. Riyah didn’t do that anymore. Her tears had dried up a long time ago. But her heart was breaking in a good way. He was actually hugging her. Holding her. 
 
    And then he placed his lips right near her ear and whispered, “Why did you bury them here?” 
 
    Riyah looked up at the sky and held him tight. He should hear this. He should talk about it. “Because you made this place for me. And they deserve your love, too.” 
 
    “Fuck,” he choked out. His hands gripped her jacket, and he pulled her body so hard against him that it was hard to breathe. But it felt so good. 
 
    “I miss you,” she murmured brokenly. 
 
    “I’m here.”  
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” she said, easing back. She cupped the red beard that dusted his jaw and searched those dragon eyes. “I miss you.” 
 
    He held her gaze for a moment, and then she witnessed it—the shutdown. He made a clicking sound behind his teeth and looked off into the woods with that vacant stare she’d come to know so well. 
 
    Anger boiled through her blood, and a little piece of her wanted to slap him just to remind him she was still here. “I exist, you know? I’m the one waiting at home while you claim new territory.” 
 
    “You could come with me.” 
 
    “I don’t support you giving in to the dragon. You’re addicted, Vyr. With every territory you allow your dragon to claim, you have less control over him.” 
 
    “I never had control of him,” he said blandly. 
 
    Her fury got the best of her as she stomped past him. She lifted the veil just enough to put one word in his head. Liar. 
 
    Vyr yelled, and she heard the sound of him falling to his knees behind her. When she turned, he was hunched over, clutching his head. “Riyah,” he whispered. “What have you been hiding from me?” 
 
    She lifted her chin. “I’ll show you when you’re strong enough.” 
 
    “You’ll taunt me with a glimpse of it?” 
 
    “Taunt you? You think I want to do this alone? I love you, Vyr. I love you!” A wave of power blasted out from her with the last word, and the snow blew away in a perfect circle around them. They were left in the center of a frozen field. 
 
    “How? If I keep…keep…” 
 
    “It’s my loss, too, Vyr. I lost them, too! I lost…” She strode over to him, sank down onto his lap, and hugged his shoulders tight, daring him to try to escape her this time. “I lost them, but even worse, I lost you at the same time. You’ve made me go through this alone.” 
 
    “You have Candace and Nevada.” 
 
    “I need you.” 
 
    “Torren and Nox are understanding.” 
 
    “They aren’t my mates, Vyr! They’re my Crew!” 
 
    “I don’t know how to do this!” Vyr yelled, hugging her so tight her ribs cracked. “I can’t fix it. I can’t protect you.” 
 
    “Is that what this is about? Protecting me? From pain? You’re making it worse by not being here for me.” 
 
    “Give me any person who would ever hurt you, and I would turn them to ash and devour them without blinking. I always knew my role. I was supposed to keep you safe, Riyah. And I was the one who poisoned you instead.” 
 
    “Poisoned me?” she asked softly. “Vyr, you can’t believe that. For a while, I was their mother.” Oh, God, give me strength to just tell him how it is. “My two perfect boys.” 
 
    “Perfect. They were gargoyles.” 
 
    “Don’t call them that,” she snapped. “They were perfect. Who could’ve stopped them from shifting before they were ready? Who could’ve stopped their little dragons? Hmm? Had they lived, they would be just like you,” she said, her voice dipping to a proud whisper. “And I would’ve loved every second.” 
 
    “They were born with wings, Riyah. They will always be born like that. Beaston said it’s the way the world has to balance us. We’re each too big. There’s too much power between us. Offspring—” 
 
    “Don’t call them that.” 
 
    A long rumble emanated from him. “Our children would end the world. But you’re my mate, and to me, you are the world. You want to be a mother, and you deserve to be a mother. I want to see you holding my child, and I can’t give that to you. This is the consequence of our power. You settled in so many ways the day you chose me.” 
 
    “Vyr,” she murmured, running her hands through his hair. She smiled. “You still don’t see what I see, you silly man.” 
 
    “What do you see?” Heartache tainted his voice. 
 
    She pressed her hand against his pounding heart. “To me, you’re also the whole world. You think I don’t have those moments, too? The ones where I feel like I failed? The ones where I’m sad and I miss them and I feel like I let you down for not making you a dad?” She shrugged. “I know I can’t ever give you that either. But you won’t fix it by feeding your dragon power. You will ruin us and this Crew. And probably the whole damn world by the time the Red Dragon is done.” 
 
    Vyr traced her lips with his fingertip. “You smiled. I haven’t seen that in a long time.” 
 
    “You gave me that smile.” 
 
    “I have an admission,” he rumbled, brushing her dark hair from her face. 
 
    “Tell me everything.” She always said that when he had admissions. “I’ll keep your secrets safe. Always.” 
 
    He inhaled deeply. “When I’m gone, hunting new territories…I have a dream. Just one, over and over, every night I’m away from you.” 
 
    Riyah wrapped her legs around him. This was the most he’d spoken to her in months. “Is it a dirty dream?” 
 
    Vyr snorted. “No. I dream we’re on our bed, and I’m tracing your freckles.” He lifted his finger from just below her lips to her cheek and began to trace the dark spots she’d inherited from her mother. “And you’re looking at me with this little smile.” 
 
    She sighed and leaned into his touch. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, staring at her lips. “A smile just like that one. And then your freckles move and change, then suddenly we’re on our backs on the floor of that prison, looking up at those stars you put on the ceiling. But the words don’t say ‘I’m yours’ anymore. They say ‘I’m theirs.’ When I wake up, my whole chest is on fire, and I wish it could be true. That you could be theirs. If you were with someone normal, you could have a baby.” 
 
    “A witch baby.” 
 
    “Be serious.” 
 
    “I am being serious. My genetics aren’t exactly cream of the crop either, Vyr. Which is why I’ve come to a decision.” 
 
    Vyr frowned. “What decision?” 
 
    “I don’t want to try again.” 
 
    “For another baby?” 
 
    “I went to see Beaston.” She nearly choked on the admission and repeated it softer. “I went to see Beaston. And when I asked if I would ever be a mother, I pushed my way into his head. Oh, he knew what I was doing. He gave me this wicked smile and stopped talking out loud. I could see what he saw for me. I’d wanted answers, and he gave them to me. Thoroughly. If our children were to survive, no one else would. It would be the coming of the end, and no one could stop it. I saw in his head, Vyr. I was holding a little blond-haired baby on my hip. He had glowing green eyes, like his animal was already awake and watching. You were standing next to me, and all around us was fire. I don’t know whether that was a yes or a no on me being a mother. But I haven’t been able to think about anything else. I feel empty since I lost the twins. Like my tummy has a hole in it, and it’s so big that it ate up my heart, too.” She shrugged up one shoulder. “But maybe we are only meant to be really good to Torren’s son. You know? Maybe that’s our role. Maybe I can be good with being the best aunt to the new little Kong. Dane is so cute. And I still get to watch you be the best uncle to him. And to Nox and Nevada’s kids when the time comes. Between little Kongs and Noxes, we’ll have our hands full in this Crew,” she said optimistically. 
 
    Vyr’s frown wrinkled his whole forehead. “This is a big change. Are you sure you’re okay with this?” 
 
    Yes, she said into his mind and let him feel what she was feeling for just a moment. Acceptance. 
 
    Vyr rolled his eyes closed and his head back. “God, I’ve missed the feel of you.” 
 
    She grabbed her boobs and said earnestly, “I’ve missed the feel of you, too.” 
 
    He chuckled. Chuckled!  
 
    “I’ve missed that sound,” she said in a rush. 
 
    The smile faded from his lips. “I don’t know how to get back to the way I was,” he murmured. 
 
    “Maybe you aren’t meant to be the man you were. Maybe you are meant for something bigger. Growth isn’t an easy thing, Vyr. If it was, everyone would do it. You will have big phases of growth over and over, like a snake shedding his skin, until you can become strong enough to control the Red Dragon.” 
 
    “You have so much more faith in me than I deserve.” 
 
    “No. I just know what you’re capable of. No man could protect the world from the Red Dragon but you. No one else is strong enough. But you’ve done it all these years.” Riyah swallowed audibly. “Stay.” 
 
    “I can’t,” he whispered, dragging her palm to his lips. 
 
    Riyah tugged the beard that hung from his chin and shook his face gently. “Stay.” 
 
    Vyr dropped his gaze and shook his head slightly.  
 
    “Okay. You’re telling me you aren’t there yet. Aren’t strong enough to stop this yet. But I’m through the worst of the mourning—at least I hope to God I am—and now it’s time to focus on you, not our loss. And not my pain. Oh, I know you blame yourself. It’s not a coincidence you started claiming new mountains right when I lost the babies. I just wasn’t strong enough to travel and watch you spiral, too. In a way, we both had to cope on our own. That part surprised me, but everyone is different, and the both of us flinched inward and absorbed the blows. Apart. You pushed me away, and I got quiet and I waited and waited, but I’m tired of doing that now, Vyr.” 
 
    “Are you leaving me?” he asked, zero surprise or emotion in his voice. 
 
    “No, ridiculous man. The opposite.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’m gonna be by your side while you spiral.” 
 
    “You support me taking over the Tarian Pride territory now?” 
 
    “Fuck no,” she scoffed. “I’m gonna bitch at you the whole time, chew loudly when I eat, interrupt your sleep, and make you miserable with my presence in general until you tire of traveling to obsess over those stupid mountains—” 
 
    “I’m in!” Nox’s voice echoed through the orchard. 
 
    Riyah and Vyr looked around, but he was nowhere to be found. 
 
    “I’m also in!” Torren, the giant silverback shifter and best friend of Vyr yelled from somewhere equally mysterious. 
 
    “Oh, we’re also in!” That was Nevada’s voice. 
 
    “Are babies allowed?” Candace called. 
 
    “Oh…my God,” Vyr griped. “Have you all been here listening the entire time?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nox called. “We brought popcorn.” 
 
    Riyah scrunched up her face and slid her hands over Vyr’s shoulders. “What if we’d had loud welcome-home sex?” 
 
    “That’s what we brought the popcorn f— Ow!” Nox exclaimed as the sound of a slap hitting skin echoed through the orchard. If Riyah had to guess, Candace was the one who’d whacked him. 
 
    Riyah giggled. How long had it been since she’d made that sound? God, it was good to have Vyr—she studied his muddy brown aura—or at least part of Vyr home. 
 
    “There’s something that bothers me about Beaston’s vision,” Vyr said as he rocked upward and settled her on her feet. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You said the baby had glowing green eyes.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So you’re a new-ish shifter and maybe don’t know how the genetics work on this stuff. A child would have either your eyes or mine, and neither of us have green eyes.” He looked utterly disturbed. 
 
    “Okay, well what do you think that means?” 
 
    Vyr was looking at her in the strangest way, his silver eyes roiling with some emotion she couldn’t understand. She reached for his mind, but he’d shut her out. 
 
    “Vyr, what?” 
 
    “I won’t be the child’s father.” 
 
    Riyah’s heart pounded against her breast bone. “What?” 
 
    “If you become a mother, it won’t be with me. Either something happens to me or…” 
 
    “Or what?” 
 
    Vyr sighed a frozen breath. “Or you do what you should’ve done a long time ago.” 
 
    Baffled, she shook her head. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “You leave me and find someone who can give you a better life.” 
 
    Riyah stood on her tippy-toes and kissed him hard. It was the kind of kiss that was a little like a middle finger. It was teeth hitting his and a bite it the middle that she hoped hurt him. She wrapped her fingers around his throat and squeezed, letting her power pulse gently from her palm. After she pulled her lips from his, she whispered, “Don’t you ever talk like that again. I don’t care what the vision was. I won’t leave you. Not ever.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I’m the Red Dragon’s treasure.” She shoved him in the shoulder hard and then slipped her hand into his. “And you’re mine, too.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    The green-eyed child haunted him. Vyr lay beside Riyah, studying the curve of her cheek as she slept. Six months ago, he’d done this every morning, except it was the swell of her belly he’d been memorizing. He’d had such dreams for his sons. His dragon… Fuck. Vyr flinched at the pounding headache that was forming behind his eyes. He would have to Change soon. He’d been desperate to control the Changes because the dragon grew more powerful with each shift. He couldn’t keep him from burning anymore. He knew he couldn’t. He could see the Red Dragon’s plans so clearly in his head. 
 
    Four mountain ranges in six months. Vyr had tried to compromise. Each territory he claimed, he found the broken ones, the shifters with nowhere to go but slamming against that rock bottom Nox had spoken of. And then he gave the mountains he claimed to them. He’d found the damned, the damaged, and he’d given them homes. Because that was the legacy he hoped some would remember when he lost control of the dragon completely. He hoped they remembered the man who tried to save as many as possible. 
 
    The dragon wanted offspring, and the man wanted to see Riyah happy, cooing to a child he had given her, crying happy tears like she had done sometimes before everything went wrong. After that awful day… 
 
    Well, she only cried sad tears now. 
 
    Beautiful mate. Her freckles were dark against her pale skin, and her brunette hair was all curled up, fanning across her pillow. That pillow would smell like her shampoo when she got up. He always sniffed it after she stumbled into the bathroom to take a shower in the mornings. He missed the smell of her pillow when he was out re-burning his territories or hunting new ones. 
 
    But for now, he was here, and she was sleeping soundly, her hand resting on his hip like she’d put it there in the middle of the night just to make sure he stayed with her. She still felt safe around him, he could tell. God, had any living creature during the planet’s entire existence ever loved another as much as he loved Riyah? He couldn’t imagine it. She really was the treasure of the Red Dragon, but so so much more. Before Riyah, his chest had been empty, but from the day he’d met her, she’d started building a heart in there. And then she’d crawled inside and made a home and made sure his heart kept working. 
 
    She was his treasure, but she was also the heart of the dragon. 
 
    His attention flickered out the window. There wasn’t movement that had drawn his gaze there; it was just the sky. Come fly. Touch the clouds. Burn everything, it encouraged him. Fill me with smoke. 
 
    The dragon roiled inside of him, searing through his veins like acid. Vyr didn’t even wince. His whole life was pain. At some point, he’d just gotten used to it. 
 
    There was one strand of hair on Riyah’s cheek, and soft as a feather, he pushed it back with the tip of his finger. As his touch slid across her skin, the corner of her mouth curved into a slow smile, but faded when he lifted his finger away. 
 
    So beautiful. He cupped her cheek, sure to make his touch as soft as a breeze. The tiny smile returned. 
 
    His heart. 
 
    Burn everything. 
 
    Vyr closed his eyes against the dawn light and just disappeared into how soft her skin was. The distance between them had lifted, but that was all Riyah’s doing. She made him feel…forgiven. 
 
    “You are forgiven,” she whispered. 
 
    When he opened his eyes, her bright blue polar bear eyes were locked on his. The smile still lingered. 
 
    “You are forgiven for everything you have done, and everything you will do.” 
 
    “How can you?” 
 
    “Because I love you.” 
 
    The heart she’d built felt like it was shattering. His body broke apart a lot lately. 
 
    “You’re worried about the child,” she said. “You’ve been thinking so loud.” 
 
    He reached for her with his mind, but it felt like nothing was there…like Riyah was a ghost. Was she a ghost? 
 
    “I’m still here.” 
 
    He dragged her closer and hugged her tight against his chest. Soft curves and skin on skin. He loved that she slept naked with him. “I don’t want you to choose someone else,” he murmured against her hair right before he kissed it. 
 
    “Vyr, I wish you could see yourself from my eyes. You don’t have to worry about me leaving. Not ever.”  
 
    She slid her knee over his hip, pressed against his erection. He was always hard for her in the mornings, always riled up, always turned on. She was so soft. Vyr slid his hand to her ass and squeezed it hard, drawing her right against him as he rolled his hips. 
 
    She let off this sound that drove him crazy. Rolling his hips harder, he kissed her. Riyah’s hands eased down his chest, drawing heat where her body met his. God, she consumed him. Desperate, Vyr cupped between her legs and pushed a finger into her, making sure she was ready to take him. So wet already. Good mate. He rolled her over, spread her knees apart, and slid into her, his entire body flexing with the motion. Deeper and deeper, he pushed until he was buried all the way inside of her tight pussy. Vyr held her hands above her head and thrust into her again and again, shallow because he knew the buttons to push on his mate. She liked it hard and quick.  
 
    His whispered name on her lips made him even harder, and his control began to slip. “Come for me, Riyah,” he rumbled against her ear, gripping her wrists tighter as he moved inside of her. Deep. Deep. Quick. Fuck, he was almost there, stroking into the tight, wet space she’d given to him. He was bucking into her now like some rutting animal. “Riyah, I can’t stop. You feel so fucking good I can’t stop. Aaaaaaaah,” he groaned as the pressure in his dick released, spewing his seed into her in throbbing bursts.  
 
    Riyah cried out and arched against the mattress, fists clenched, eyes rolled back into her head, hair wild, body…his. Her tight little pussy gripped his pulsing cock so hard as they came together. He took care of her, drew out every last clench of ecstasy from her body, moving inside her until she was completely sated. He released her hands and cupped the back of her neck, kissed her gently, so she knew how much he loved her. She liked when he was sweet after he made her come. And then against her lips, he uttered the words he knew would ruin it all. “I have to leave again soon.” 
 
    Her body tensed, so he waited until she relaxed again before he continued. “I need to re-burn Grim’s Mountains. Or claim new territory. Or…something.” 
 
    Riyah rolled him to the side and hugged him up tight, leaving him buried inside of her. “Wow,” she murmured after a few seconds. 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “That’s the first time I’ve ever heard you call them Grim’s Mountains.” 
 
    Vyr frowned at the window, frowned at the gray sky outside. Huh. 
 
    “What is it about Grim?” she murmured. “Of all the Crew’s you’ve helped, of all the Alpha’s, you can’t seem to stay away from him. You watch him, don’t you?” 
 
    The dragon rumbled. She was getting too close. Getting too warm. Smart and clever mate. 
 
    He stroked her back, up and down her spine. 
 
    “Silence is sometimes an answer, but not with me. I’ll keep asking. I’m ready to keep asking now.” 
 
    Riyah was changing. She was getting stronger. She was pushing more. Beautiful mate. She would need to be strong if anything ever happened to him. If the green-eyed child came to be. 
 
    “He’s the only shifter I’ve met who is kind of like me.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m like you,” she groused, pinching his side. 
 
    He chuckled and dragged her prodding fingers to his lips, then rested them against his chest between them. “Your polar bear is manageable. She’s logical. She’s a murder machine, sure, but you control her. You’ve had control since you were Turned. Grim…he has two lions, and one is like your polar bear, manageable, and one is like the Red Dragon. Unmanageable.” Burn everything. “Sometimes,” he whispered, “I want to kill Grim. He stopped me from claiming the Tarian Pride Mountains. He brought the Daughters of Beasts, and he stopped me. I want to devour his ashes when I’m the dragon, but when I’m me…when I’m the man…I wish we lived in a different world where we could be friends. Where I could ask him how he does it.” 
 
    “How he does what?” she asked, tracing a heart shape over his left pec. 
 
    “How he keeps going. How he keeps trying. We’re both absolute shit at being Alphas. Both have been thrust onto thrones we don’t deserve by Crews just trying to keep us steady. But I see him trying. I see improvement. And what have I done? I’ve broken the Sons of Beasts.” 
 
    “No,” she murmured. “You suffered something hard, and your dragon tries to protect you by focusing on anything else. He’s not a monster, Vyr. He never was. He’s just trying to help in his own way.” 
 
    Vyr huffed a humorless laugh as the dragon whispered burn everything again in his mind. “Some help he is.” 
 
    “But you haven’t burned everything,” she said lightly, lifting his arm in a flexing position. “Strong mate.” 
 
    Vyr leaned in and kissed her. It was a tender one, just like she deserved for being so understanding, one where he sucked on her bottom lip until she let him inside to taste her. She lifted the veil for just a second, and it was enough. She let him have a happy memory, the one where she’d invited all of Damon’s Mountains to the orchard he’d planted for her. The one where she’d brought everyone from his past to show them how much he was cared for. Him. An outsider all his life, but his mate had made sure he knew everything was different than he thought. That it was better. Her joy sizzled and snapped through his brain for that second, and he smiled against her lips. There was a tiny aftertaste of pain in the instant she shut down the veil of her mind again, but for that one second, he’d felt okay. God, he’d missed this. Missed her. 
 
    He eased away and rumbled, “I want you to come with me.” 
 
    “To do what?” 
 
    “To burn the land.” 
 
    Sadness washed over her face before she forced a smile. “The last time you asked us to come with you to burn territory, you put our Crew at war with the Tarian Pride and Grim’s Crew. You surprised us with that one.” 
 
    “Is that why you’re protecting their minds?” he asked. 
 
    Riyah lifted her chin higher and looked him dead in the eyes when she said, “Yes. No more surprise wars. No more Alpha orders until…” 
 
    “Finish it.” 
 
    “Until you can be trusted again.” 
 
    A knife. Those words were a knife blade, but he deserved the cut. “I won’t declare war on Grim’s Crew.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because I saw him. I talked to him right before Christmas. I sat in the back of this little bar and watched him and his Crew make wishes on ten-ten. And do you know what he wished for?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “To be a better Alpha.” 
 
    Riyah brushed her fingertips down his beard. “Maybe he really is like you.” 
 
    “He will run my mountains in Oregon until he draws his final breath, and I won’t be the one to take that final breath from him. I want at least one of us to be a success story.” 
 
    “You both will be.” 
 
    “Riyah—” 
 
    “You will be.” She’d said it with such conviction echoing through her words that his dragon stilled inside of him. 
 
    Burn everything but her. 
 
    “I’m ready,” she murmured softly. 
 
    “Ready for what?” 
 
    “To leave them. To leave the orchard.” A wicked little smile took her full lips. “Let’s go light some shit on fire.” She snapped her fingers and held our palm out, creating a tiny blue flame that flickered just above her skin. But then she closed her fist over the little fire and snuffed it out. Her face turned serious. “In a controlled environment. Where we won’t get in trouble or arrested. Where I can give the local law enforcement and fire departments a heads up. And maybe Kane and your father and the other dragons just in case you go nutso. And you can’t claim new territory. Just an old one.” 
 
    Vyr chuckled. She really did have faith in his control over the dragon. “So many rules, Witch.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, you’ve been on a burning spree. Someone needs to be the responsible one. I don’t want to have to break you out of shifter prison again.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    It was the ass-crack of dawn, and Riyah was standing in the doorway of the Crew mansion, arms crossed, frowning at Nox, who was out in the front yard scooping the two tons of coal he’d dumped there on Christmas Eve for Vyr’s present. He was sitting in the excavator, working the giant metal arm while he held Mr. Diddles, the pet swan, and singing “I got ninety-nine problems and a bitch ain’t one,” at the top of his lungs. It was the dead of winter and snowing, but he wasn’t wearing a shirt. And he wasn’t even moving the coal off the lawn. He was just moving it from one pile to a pile closer to the house. 
 
    Riyah sighed. He really was a nuisance. 
 
    “Nox!” she yelled over the sound of the rumbling engine. He must’ve heard her because he looked over at her and started singing louder. 
 
    An arrow sailed through the air and banked off the top of the machine with a piiiiing sound. Nox ducked, cut the engine, and shouted, “Hey, asshole, you could’ve hit Mr. Diddles!” 
 
    Torren, silverback shifter and guardian of the Red Dragon yelled, “The first lady wants to talk to you. Shut it down!” 
 
    Riyah pushed off the doorway she leaned on and walked far enough into the yard to look up to see Torren and Vyr sitting on top of the roof together. Torren was all mussed black hair, huge muscles, and tattoos and, goodness gracious, where was his damn shirt, too? He was holding his favorite crossbow with an arrow already loaded and aimed in Nox’s general direction. Awesome. 
 
    “Aren’t you boys cold?” she asked, gesturing to Vyr’s puckered nipples and gooseflesh. “Where are your clothes?” 
 
    “Nox bet we couldn’t last an hour shirtless without bitching about the cold,” Torren muttered. “He said first one who gives in is a pussy.” 
 
    Vyr looked down at her and muttered in a bored voice, “I think pussies are awesome.” 
 
    Oh. Fantastic. 
 
    “Okay,” she said optimistically. “Bright side, you and Torren are finally talking. Which you haven’t done since the war with Grim’s Crew. Healing is happening!” 
 
    “We aren’t talking. We’re sitting,” Torren growled. “I was here minding my business, shooting at Nox, when Vyr-the-Asshole came and sat by me. I was here first, so why should I move?” 
 
    “I own this house, so why should I move?” Vyr asked coolly. 
 
    “Well, you always abandon your house, so why should I move?” 
 
    Riyah was looking back and forth at them with a grin. This was probably good, right? 
 
    “Well, I’m Alpha, so fuck you. You move. This is my favorite sitting place.” 
 
    “Well, you’re a shitty Alpha, so why don’t you go sit there on the ground, beneath me, where you belong.” 
 
    “This is awesome,” Nox called from behind the window of the excavator. 
 
    Mr. Diddles honked. The swan couldn’t fly and winters were harsh here, so Nox had dressed him in a little green and pink striped turtleneck and a bowtie. Ms. Tittles, their female swan, had flown south for the winter with last year’s babies, but she would be back. Swans mated for life. 
 
    “Nox,” Vyr rumbled, “I told you to move the coal.” 
 
    Nox grinned like the Cheshire cat and started up the engine again. He took a scoop of coal off one pile and moved it to the pile ten feet closer to the house. He didn’t take his eyes off Vyr the whole time. “I am.” 
 
    With a deep rumble, Vyr poised himself on the edge of the roof to launch himself at the tractor. 
 
    “No, no, no, no!” Riyah and Torren both yelled. 
 
    A flash of movement caught Riyah’s attention. It was perfect timing because little Dane Maximus Taylor was in gorilla form charging straight this way. A little mini-Torren, the toddler silverback shifter had Changed early and was now a little hellion in these mountains. Nevada and Candace came sprinting around the corner of the mansion after him. Dane was coming straight for Riyah, but this was the game. She was part of his family group and the one who played rough with him the most, thanks to the polar bear in her middle. Vyr probably didn’t know that, though. He hadn’t been paying attention for months. 
 
    “Vyr!” Riyah yelled, desperate to distract Vyr. “Get Dane!” 
 
    Vyr’s narrowed silver dragon eyes dropped from Nox straight to the little baby gorilla running at Riyah as fast as his four little legs could carry him. His sharp canines had just come in, and he showed her. So cute, but that little Kong could pack a punch with his bite. 
 
    Vyr jumped off the roof and landed smoothly right in front of the little gorilla. Dane skidded to a stop in the snow, stood on his back two legs, and clumsily drummed his fists against his chest. 
 
    “Bite him,” Nox demanded. “Dane, Uncky Nox will give you raspberry Dum Dums if you bite the big ugly sky-lizard.” 
 
    “Nox!” Torren and Candace both yelled. 
 
    Vyr hadn’t held Dane since Riyah had lost the twins. Memories flashed across her mind of Vyr watching Dane play and eat and sleep, but never ever picking him up like the rest of the Crew. He’d distanced himself from the child after his loss. 
 
    She fully expected him to do the same again. “No biting,” he said sternly, his hands clasped formally behind his back. 
 
    Dane snapped his teeth. Just a little click, probably learned from Nox. 
 
    Vyr narrowed his eyes at the child, but Riyah didn’t miss it—the slight smile that curved his lips for just a moment and then disappeared. Kneeling down, Vyr got eye level with the little ruffian and brushed a knuckle along Dane’s cheek, tempting a bite. Dane stared back at him with wide, shocked brown eyes and then gripped Vyr’s finger in his strong little fist. 
 
    Riyah was going to lose it. She was going to lose it! Vyr stood suddenly, but Dane held onto that finger until Vyr drew him smoothly against his chest. The hug happened so fast, Riyah would have missed it if she hadn’t been paying attention. It was a quick embrace, and then Vyr stooped and settled Dane on all fours. He ghosted Riyah a glance before he turned abruptly and went inside, the screen door slamming so loud behind him, the sound echoed through the mountains. 
 
    Little Kong, as the Crew called Dane, watched Vyr until he was gone, his round eyes steady but confused. Riyah squatted down in the snow and patted her fists on her chest with a smile for the little hellion. 
 
    Dane didn’t feel like playing rough anymore. He walked sideways to her on all fours, eyes going to the screen door three times before he reached her. He climbed up into her arms and wrapped himself around her torso, held on quietly. 
 
    “Little brawler,” she crooned, stroking her fingers down his furry back. “Beating your chest at a dragon. You’re going to grow up tough and strong just like your mom and dad, aren’t you?” 
 
    She looked up at Torren, but she couldn’t read the expression on his face as he stared at the screen door Vyr had disappeared into. 
 
    Riyah sighed. “He did better than he’s done in a long time. Vyr will come around. He just needs time.” 
 
    Torren shook his head slowly, his eyes flashing green. “He’s getting worse, and you know it.” 
 
    Being the most affectionate in the Crew, Nevada stood beside Riyah and rested her cheek against her shoulder, and then she said softly, “You don’t give up on him, Torren. That’s not what we do.” 
 
    “I’m still here, aren’t I?” Torren growled. 
 
    “Hey, fuckface, watch your tone with Nevada,” Nox snarled, hopping out of the excavator. 
 
    “Oh, God, here we go again,” Candace muttered. 
 
    Yep, it was fight time. Why? Because the boys needed to. They had all been fighters before they were in a Crew, and now they had an Alpha whose bond had been making them all sick for months. As much as Riyah tried to block the bond between the Crew and Vyr, it was still slowly poisoning the boys anyway. The only thing that made them feel better was fighting. 
 
    Torren jumped off the roof and landed hard in the snow. He stood to his full height and roared an inhuman sound. His teeth elongated, and the veins in his neck stood out. Nox didn’t waste time with warnings—he just Changed into his massive blond grizzly bear. 
 
    “Dammit, Nox!” Nevada yelled. “I just got you those jeans!” The jeans in question were now tatters on the snow as the bear came charging for Torren. 
 
    Riyah shook her head sadly. This shouldn’t be happening. They shouldn’t have to bleed each other to stay steady. She couldn’t block any more of the bond to Vyr. She felt helpless to help them, helpless to help Vyr, helpless to get them back on track. Little Kong deserved a good Crew to grow up in, and they were all failing. 
 
    Torren’s monstrous silverback ripped out of him and barreled toward Nox on all fours. 
 
    Riyah didn’t want to watch. It was always the same. Violent and brutal, like they hated each other. But she knew better. The boys loved each other, which made their fights even worse. Even more disappointing. She carried Dane to Candace, and as she passed the big front picture window, she looked up to find Vyr staring at Nox and Torren’s fight, his eyes vacant, his arms crossed across his broad chest. His attention flickered down to Riyah and then held on Dane for a few seconds before he turned and disappeared into the dark room inside. 
 
    Until he disappeared… 
 
    That was his move now. 
 
    Disappearing. 
 
    He would fade and fade until he was completely gone. Unless she stopped him. 
 
    “When the boys Change back, bring them inside.” 
 
    “For what?” Candace asked, taking Dane from her arms. 
 
    “I’m calling a Crew meeting.” 
 
    “Okay,” Nevada whispered from beside Candace, her face averted from the fight. She looked a little green around the gills. “But Vyr hasn’t called one in months. I don’t think he’ll want a meeting.” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit about wants anymore. I care about needs. What we’ve been doing isn’t working.” Riyah shrugged. “Time to change it up.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “The boys need to apologize.” Riyah looked from Torren, who yawned, to Nox’s blank face, to Nevada’s downturned gaze, to Candace who was holding Dane. And then she braved a glance at Vyr, but he was staring out the window, sitting by himself on the couch, away from the rest of them. 
 
    “Apologize for what?” Torren rumbled low. 
 
    “To the Daughters of Beasts.” 
 
    Vyr huffed a breath and shook his head, eyes still on the window to the snow outside. 
 
    Riyah lifted her chin and stood from the bar stool she’d been sitting on. “There are so many broken things we need to fix. So many. And starting now, we will tackle the big ones. One of the cracks in our foundation is that war. Vyr, you forced it. You dragged the boys into it, and they had to go against your friends from Damon’s Mountains. It’s left poison in our bonds. It’s left resentment. I can feel it.  I know you can feel it, too.” 
 
    “I can’t feel anything because you’ve closed everything off,” Nevada whispered. 
 
    Riyah closed her eyes and pulled her power away from her friends. Not just a little either. She let them see what she’d been absorbing. Let them feel it. 
 
    Nevada and Torren doubled over. Nox swallowed hard and looked like he would retch. Candace did gag, and Dane started crying. And Vyr…Vyr ran his hands down his red beard with a shaking hand. A shaking hand. She’d never seen her mate shake before. 
 
    She sighed in relief at not having to bear the burden of their sick bonds for a few seconds. And then she closed her eyes again and imagined coating them all in her power. The green sickly aura redirected into her, and she steeled herself to take it back without flinching. 
 
    When she opened her eyes again, Vyr’s eyes were bright silver with elongated pupils and locked on her. “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    “Because I don’t want you to hurt. I love all of you. If I can stop hurt, I always will.” 
 
    “How do we apologize?” Nevada asked over the sound of Dane’s snuffling. 
 
    “Vyr needs to move again. His dragon is searching for something. We have to keep him from claiming new territory, but we can’t just tie up the Red Dragon in the basement. We all saw what that shifter prison did to him. He wanted to burn the entire earth when he got out. I think we should go to Grim’s Mountains and see his Crew. Vyr sees something special in Grim. A kindred spirit maybe. He can re-burn the mountains there and maybe it’ll settle the dragon for a little while.” 
 
    “Decline,” Vyr growled. “I didn’t kill them. That was apology enough.” 
 
    “Well, that’s the thing, mate,” Riyah snarled. “You don’t have a fuckin’ choice anymore. It’s on you to save yourself and save us. Keep going like this, and your dragon will drag us all through hell, and I’ve already seen it. I’m tired of rock bottom.” 
 
    “We all are,” Torren said low, attention on his mate. Whatever passed between Candace and him, Riyah couldn’t tell, but after a few seconds, Torren cleared his throat and said, “I’ll need a day to get everything situated with the lumber yard.” 
 
    Candace nodded slightly and smiled at Torren. It was a small one, but a smile nonetheless. “Nevada and I can keep it running so we don’t have to close it down while you’re gone. Go. Keep Vyr safe.” 
 
    Torren huffed. “My job was never to keep him safe. It was to keep the world safe from him.” 
 
    “An impossible task,” Nox sang softly. He’d been uncharacteristically quiet. “Do you feel the sickness of the bonds all the time, Riyah?” 
 
    She inhaled deeply. “I don’t want to talk about—” 
 
    “Do you?” Vyr asked sternly. 
 
    Riyah tried to smile. “When it gets really bad, I go to the orchard. I don’t know what it is about that place, but it makes everything feel better. Maybe it would be good for you to go sometime, too.” 
 
    Vyr’s face smoothed of all emotion in a heartbeat. “I’ll make the travel arrangements.” He stood and made his way toward the office, his stride stiff and fast, his hands clasped behind his back. 
 
    Riyah was good and done with these infinite rejections, though, so she stood and followed him. No more escaping her. No more running away. He was sitting in the office chair by the time she got there, his back to her, the drawer open. 
 
    “I love you, you know,” she said. “Always will.” 
 
    He closed the drawer and cracked his knuckles, stared at the dark laptop screen. “I know. I saw that when you lifted the wall. I wish I could just get better for you.” A long, low dragon’s snarl filled the room, rattling the floor beneath her feet. “Fuck,” he whispered, scrubbing his hands over his face until the noise faded. 
 
    Riyah approached him slowly, slipped her arms around his shoulders, and kissed the side of his neck gently. “Go see them.” 
 
    “See who?” he asked carefully. 
 
    She reached over him and pulled the desk drawer open. Oh, she’d found his hidden stash months ago. It was a pair of ultrasound pictures, worn at the corners as if he’d held them a hundred times. 
 
    “See them.” 
 
    As she pulled away, he suddenly grabbed her wrist and kissed the palm of her hand. “Everything will be okay.” 
 
    She smiled again. Actually smiled. “I know it will. No one will ever have as much faith in another person as I have in you.” 
 
    “You’re not going to let me fail, are you?” he asked softly. 
 
    And with utter confidence, she inhaled deeply and uttered, “No.” 
 
    She would do horrible things to make sure he succeeded in controlling the dragon. She would use her power against the Red Dragon himself if pushed. Come hell or high water, Vyr was going to cage his demons and gain control again. 
 
    Even if she had to be the cage. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    A hundred miles stretched from Vyr to the two little stones at the edge of Riyah’s orchard. His legs were frozen, just like every other time he’d tried to do this. 
 
    For him, there was no urge for closure. That meant saying goodbye to them, and he didn’t want that. He wanted to keep his fantasies and what ifs. What if they had lived? What would they have been like, what would they have looked like? Would they have red hair like his, or dark like Riyah’s? Would they be witches, too? Would they inherit his and Riyah’s power? He imagined them red-haired with their mother’s dark freckles. What color would their dragons have been? Shit. Their dragons had killed them. He shouldn’t even think of that half of them. He should hate that part of them. The monsters in them had Changed in Riyah’s stomach, and neither twin had made it. 
 
    And now Vyr’s dragon would kill him. 
 
    Riyah was slipping. The veil between them was thin now, and he could see in her mind for a split second at a time when he touched her. When he’d kissed her palm and held it, he’d seen it. A vision of her standing on the ground below his dragon, her hands outstretched, anguish in her eyes, her hair wild in the wind, power pulsing from her fingertips right at him. 
 
    It wasn’t Torren who would save the world from him. It was Riyah. 
 
    Strong mate. 
 
    He clenched his hands behind his back as the dragon clawed at his skin. Just look at the little stones. Say hello to them. Talk to them. 
 
    Vyr gritted his teeth and forced one step and then another. The dragon was revolting inside of him, and every cell in his body was burning, but fuck it. Riyah said she came here when she was sick from pain. Maybe, just maybe, this place could help him heal too. 
 
    Why did it still feel like a hundred miles? He could see the stones so clearly, poking out from the new snow. Riyah had buried the twins between two oak trees that had been planted in their honor. She had placed a wooden bench beside them. 
 
    The wind kicked up. It wasn’t natural, wasn’t another cold front blowing in, wasn’t a storm on the horizon. It was Vyr. He couldn’t control his power sometimes. Not anymore. The more the dragon spiraled, the more his powers grew. Snow parted in a straight line to the little headstones. 
 
    Barely audible over the wailing of the wind, he whispered, “I don’t want to do this.” 
 
    **** 
 
    I don’t want to do this. 
 
    Riyah gasped and sat straight up in bed. Her body was wracked with chills, and she was drenched in sweat. Was she going to get sick? Everything around her was blurry, so she blinked hard. It smelled like the bedroom, but something was pelting her in the face. Snow? 
 
    “Vyr?” she asked to no answer. 
 
    Riyah stumbled out of bed, but she couldn’t see the floor. Her feet landed in snow, one in front of the other, but when she looked down, they weren’t her feet. They were Vyr’s thick-soled boots with the scuff on the right toe. In front of her, the snow blasted outward, leaving a trail that lead to the boys. 
 
    Vyr? she thought, but he still didn’t answer. He was staring straight ahead as he walked through her orchard. What was happening? 
 
    She tried to shut the wall between them, but it was stuck. No, not stuck. It was as if his power was prying it open. The air moved around him, like waves of heat on a summer day in the desert. She was burning up. Her skin was hot, and the pain was almost unbearable. 
 
    She couldn’t see the bedroom, only the orchard. Feeling around the room blindly, her hands found nothing but air. Terrified, she screamed out, “Nox!” She didn’t know why he was the one she called and not the girls or Torren. It just tumbled out of her mouth, the name of the least reliable of the Crew. 
 
    Three more steps through the parted snow. The drifts had piled up to the side, guiding her in a straight line to them…the boys. Her babies. Three steps, one, two, three, and then hands were on her. 
 
    “Shit!” Nox yelped, flinching away. “Riyah, your skin is burning. Torren!” he yelled. 
 
    The waves of heat melted the snow beside her, turning the earth to mud in moments. 
 
    I don’t want to do this,” Vyr whispered again. 
 
    “Do what?” Nox asked. “Riyah! Do what?” 
 
    Had she spoken Vyr’s words? Where was she? In the room still? 
 
    “Nox,” she whispered raggedly. “Help him.” 
 
    “Where?” Nox yelled. 
 
    “The orchard.” 
 
    “Shhhhit.” 
 
    “Let’s take my truck.” Torren’s voice. “She needs to come with us.” 
 
    “Well, she’s fuckin’ floating in the air like we need to exorcise a demon and I can’t fuckin’ touch her. Her skin feels like an oven.” 
 
    “Hurts,” she whispered. 
 
    “You break his bedroom window, Vyr’s gonna kill you,” Torren growled. 
 
    The sound of shattering glass was deafening. Nox wasn’t the one to spout rules to. 
 
    She took three more steps toward the little gravestones, but her body was suddenly hurled to the side. Then there was relief. 
 
    She was on her hands and knees in the orchard now, a deep rumble vibrating through her. She could feel the power of the Red Dragon surging through her. Feel the witch’s magic pulsing darkly. She looked up at the winter-bare fruit trees in the orchard, but their limbs were sagging and catching fire at the tips. 
 
    I don’t want to do this. 
 
    “Pack the snow against her skin,” Nox murmured. 
 
    “You’re burned,” Torren said. 
 
    “It’ll heal. Just pack her with snow, and we’ll put her in the back of the truck. There’s no time! Look at the smoke. He’s gonna torch the orchard.” 
 
    Torren muttered a curse. 
 
    “Help him,” Riyah pleaded. Because she could feel the agony now. The veil between them was burned to ashes, and she could feel his heartbreak. It was just as potent as her own. 
 
    I don’t want to do this. 
 
    And everything in her wanted to tell him, “Then don’t. Come home to me.” But what would that solve? Whatever the consequences, the Red Dragon needed to accept the loss of his offspring, and Vyr needed to mourn the passing of his sons. 
 
    Like she had. Pay homage to their too-short lives and honor them by remembering them for always. He would keep their ghosts here, haunting the orchard, if he didn’t let them go, but they deserved better. He did, too. 
 
    In the orchard, she stood and walked through the waves of heat until the toes of her boots were just feet away from the little graves. 
 
    The slamming of truck doors sounded, then a barked order from Nox. “Cut through the woods. No time to get to the main road.” 
 
    The relief on her skin was fading, replaced by blistering heat again. Was this what it was like for Vyr? Every Change burned like he was standing in a fire? How could he endure this? 
 
    She was clenching her teeth, trying not to cry out. 
 
    There was no more snow that she could see. It was all melted. She fell to her knees in the mud. I wanted to save you, Vyr said in her mind. I’m your father, and it was my job to keep you safe. To keep your mother safe. But I put dragons in you instead. His voice sounded so thick, so heartbroken. I’m sorry. 
 
    Tears burned trails down Riyah’s cheeks. She could feel the hate inside of Vyr. Hate for himself. She could feel everything. All the pain. The drive to claim more and more territory just so he didn’t have to think about the loss. The need to hurt anyone who came after the people he cared about. The relentless urge to hunt, burn, and devour, because that’s what injured animals did—they lashed out. And the injury in Vyr consumed his entire heart. 
 
    Everything he hadn’t been able to put into words over the past six months was laid bare before her. 
 
    “Hurry,” she whispered. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” Nox murmured. 
 
    Her body felt jolted over and over. Where was she? The bed of Torren’s truck? All she could see was through Vyr’s eyes in the orchard—heat waves and gravestones. 
 
    Isaac Daye 
 
    Farion Daye 
 
    A picture of a little dragon was etched under both names. 
 
    Her hands…Vyr’s hands…traced them, and a single tear fell onto the stone surface of Isaac’s. It sizzled and evaporated in an instant. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he choked out again. 
 
    And then agony rippled through her, bowing her body. She looked up to the sky. The only thing that would make her feel better was the mist of clouds against his scales, and releasing the fire in his belly, and devouring ashes. 
 
    The Red Dragon was coming. 
 
    “Vyr!” Riyah screamed as she was thrown from his mind. 
 
    She struggled for breath as she opened her eyes. She was lying in the back of Torren’s truck, and Nox was hovering over her, his hand resting on her shoulder, his other on the edge of the bed, his eyes up ahead to wherever Torren was driving. Her body jostled hard as they hit a bump, then another. 
 
    “Ooooh, mother fuck cakes,” Nox murmured, his eyes going wide. 
 
    Riyah struggled upright, but she already knew what she would see. She’d felt his Change coming, felt the Red Dragon clawing out of Vyr, burning him up from the inside out. 
 
    Smoke clung to the woods like fog, and she could see the distinct line where the snow had melted from whatever was happening to Vyr. The thick tires blasted right through three-inch thick snow to mud. 
 
    “Hold on!” Torren yelled out the open window, the back end of his truck fishtailing this way and that as he blasted through the woods, dodging sturdy pines. 
 
    Above the trees rose the fire-red spikes along the back of the Red Dragon. 
 
    “Oh, my gosh, Nox!” Riyah yelled. “What if he burns the sawmill?” He’d bought Torren a sawmill long ago, and the Crew had just got it up and running a year ago. That was their main income. 
 
    “He won’t.” 
 
    “How do you know?” she cried as the Red Dragon lifted his long neck and bellowed a roar into the sky. “We haven’t called the other dragons. Who is here to stop him this time? We haven’t even told Kane or Damon or—” 
 
    “Riyah!” Nox gritted out, gripping her shoulders. They jerked hard to the side, braced on their splayed knees. “Quit acting like a damn princess when we all know you’re a dragon slayer.” 
 
    “W-what?” 
 
    “I burned my beautiful bronzed skin to bring you here, woman. Wiggle your fingers and turn him into a turd or something.” 
 
    “That’s not how my powers work.” 
 
    “I just saw you motherfuckin’ levitate. Off the ground. Like a ghost. Bing bong, clip clop, witch! Blink hard, point your magic wand, and stop the fire.” 
 
    “Oh…just…stop the fire. You’re stupid.” 
 
    “You’re stupid.” 
 
    She yelped as Torren hit a big bump. Her knees were going to be black and blue, and indeed Nox’s hair was mussed and his cheeks flushed. His sweater had been burned to tatters, exposing raw, red skin underneath. Whoops. They both gripped onto the sides of the truck for stability as the dragon beat his wings and created hurricane winds. 
 
    “You’re stupid because you let me burn you,” she muttered. 
 
    “Well, you’re stupid because you bone a man-eating dragon.” 
 
    “Well, you’re stupid because last week I caught you eating cereal with orange juice.” 
 
    “Well, you’re stupid because you forgot to buy the milk so I had to eat the cereal—” 
 
    “Both of you, shut up!” Torren bellowed. 
 
    The Red Dragon spewed fire and lava in a line toward the east. 
 
    Nox muttered, “Torren is extra stupid because he’s driving us right toward the Red Dragon’s mouth.” 
 
    “The stupidest,” Riyah murmured, biting back a smile. This should not be funny, but something was changing for her lately. Maybe she was healing from everything, feeling better, appreciating the Crew for sticking with her when she’d lost her shit for half a year. It was nice to trade insults with Nox again. It felt like old times. 
 
    And watching her mate’s power, even though it was born of pain, well, it made her proud. He’d done this to himself on purpose, knowing the consequences, knowing he wouldn’t be able to keep the dragon in check, but he was trying to cope and catch up with her in their healing process anyway. Good mate for at least trying. 
 
    Those charitable thoughts lasted until Torren drove them through the last grove of wild foliage before they reached the perfect rows of fruit trees in the orchard. They were all on fire. 
 
    Fire was everywhere. He was hovering over the gravestones, spewing lava around him. 
 
    “Why isn’t he airborne?” Nox asked over the sound of the engine. 
 
    “Because the dragon is protecting the babies.” 
 
    “Protecting them from what?” Nox snarled. 
 
    Riyah shook her head helplessly. “I don’t know. He’s blocked me out again.” 
 
    “Okay, you know what?” Nox yelled. “That’s enough!” 
 
    Torren skidded to the side in front of the dragon and sped down a row of flaming trees, but Nox stood and jumped out. Just…jumped. 
 
    “Nox!” Riyah screamed. 
 
    “Shit,” Torren said, barely audible above the sound of his truck. He slammed on the brakes, but Riyah was scrambling out before it even rocked to a stop. Nox stomped up to the dragon, splayed his legs, and yelled, “Hey, twatwagon!” Nox choked on the thick smoke, coughed a few times and then yelled, “You aren’t the only one who lost them, you know!” 
 
    Vyr narrowed his eyes then opened his mouth full of razor-sharp teeth and blew fire at Nox. 
 
    Without thinking, Riyah yelped and held out her hands. She let the power pulse through her fingertips. The fire stopped just short of Nox, but Vyr wasn’t letting up. Flames and lava spewed straight at Nox in an unending barrage. Torren’s massive silverback ran past her toward the blond troublemaker, blocking him from Vyr. Great, now she had two idiots to shield from a pissed off dragon. 
 
    Vyr stopped his fire and inhaled again, his Firestarter clicking, but Nox called up to the monster, “You think you’re the only one hurting? I wanted them, too! Nevada wanted them, too! We stopped trying for a baby because we thought between Dane and your twins, we would have plenty of little ones to spoil rotten! I had plans, you overgrown lizard! I was going to train them to love me more than you! I bought them custom-made onesies that said ‘My uncle is hotter than your uncle!’ I made a nursery for them, so we could have them for slumber parties! Sure, we all live in the same house and their nursery was in my closet, but it counted! I’m sad, too!” The last three words, he screamed at the top of his lungs. 
 
    “Me, too,” Torren rumbled in his deep, inhuman voice. It was still a little freaky that he could talk in animal form. 
 
    “You greedy grunt,” Nox yelled. “You think all the pain is yours? Well, it’s not. We’re all hurting. And instead of leaning on us, you pulled dick moves, pushed us all away, and you’re making everything worse. I’m very angry at you! My therapist, aka Nevada, told me I need to say my feelings, so there it is!” 
 
    The dragon sat there, poised protectively over the little graves, coiled to strike like a snake, glaring at Nox, smoke wafting from his nostrils. 
 
    “I think you’re being a giant dick!” Nox screamed. “And since you burned your mate’s orchard, she’ll probably never give you another sixty-nine again!” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Riyah corrected, still holding her hands up in case the boys needed her protection. “Selfishly, I’m still all in on sixty-nines, but you will be re-planting my beautiful orchard, Vyr Daye! You made this place a sanctuary, and now you made it smell like smoke. You burned all my trees! I love you very much, but right now I don’t like you.” 
 
    The dragon’s nostrils flared, and he huffed out a steaming breath as he looked around at the trees and mud and ash. 
 
    “Yeah, you cretin, you did that! To your own mate’s gift that you gave her!” Nox yelled. “You’re terrible!” 
 
    “Well,” Torren growled, “not terrible. I sat on the model train I made for Dane, and that doesn’t make me a bad person.” 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Nox belted out, turning to glare at Torren. “Don’t make this about you.” 
 
    “It’s just that a person can carry a lot of guilt for stuff like this—” 
 
    “I’m gonna turn into a fuckin’ bear, and I’m gonna eat you,” Nox growled, shoving the silverback gorilla in the shoulder. “And then I’m gonna concentrate real hard and turn you into bunny poops. You know, like the pellets? And I’m gonna poop one pellet out at a time and name them each Torren the Terrible—” 
 
    Torren shoved Nox in the chest. “Nevada told you to stop talking about poop.” 
 
    The dragon rumbled, but mostly he just sounded annoyed. The boys ignored him and just kept arguing. Riyah pursed her lips against a smile. Vyr’s terrifying silver dragon eyes locked onto her, and she cleared her throat and tried to be serious. “Everyone deals with loss their own way, but perhaps burning my sanctuary isn’t polite.” 
 
    “You know what else isn’t polite?” Nox punched his hands on his hips and arched his neck all the way back to look at the dragon.. “You taking over your mate’s mind, setting her skin on fire, and her burning my nipples off. Look at this!” He pulled away the burned, tattered shirt and exposed his torso. “They will heal because I’m a genetic miracle, and I’ll probably look better than ever, but for the next three days, you have deprived my mate of nibbling on my nips.” 
 
    “Ew,” Torren said, his gorilla face all scrunched up in disgust. 
 
    “Bright side, she basically waxed my chest,” Nox muttered, staring down at himself and rubbing his pecs. 
 
    Vyr let of a smoky dragon sigh, bunched his muscles, and outstretched his tattered, massive red wings. When he launched himself into the air, Riyah and Nox fell to their knees and Torren had to splay his powerful legs and arms under the force of the wind. 
 
    “Vyr!” Torren called after him. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Riyah said breathlessly. She closed her eyes so she could see through Vyr again. The burning orchard was growing smaller beneath her. “He’s let me into his head. He’s okay. Just needs to fly for a while. The dragon needs to think.” 
 
    She opened her eyes to find Nox staring at her like she’d sprouted a pig nose. “What?” 
 
    “He just needs to fly? Have you not paid attention for the last six months? Vyr doesn’t just fly anymore. He burns shit down. I mean…it’s awesome, but we have to keep paying for the damages.” 
 
    “By we, you mean Vyr. You don’t make that much,” Torren deadpanned. 
 
    “Then give me a raise, asshole, and maybe I could help pay for all the smiting and pillaging and burning.” 
 
    He crawled over to Torren and shoved him again, then rose and began to walk off. But Torren reached out his massive arm and clipped his legs out from under Nox so he went down in the mud face-first. Torren stepped on his back as he made his way toward the truck. Nox’s body made a squishing sound, and he grunted under Torren’s weight. 
 
    “I’m telling Nevada you talked about poop again,” Torren muttered. 
 
    Nox peeled himself from the mud. “I’m going to build Dane a model train that I don’t sit on with my big clumsy ass, and then I’m going to train him to call me ‘Dad.’” 
 
    “Do that and I’ll kill you,” Torren called over his shoulder. 
 
    “Poop. Pellets!” 
 
    Riyah waved her hands in front of her face to clear the smoke and coughed as she watched Vyr disappear into the clouds. She missed him already and hoped he came home soon. She made her way to the headstones and then wiped ashes off them with her hand. He’d burned their sanctuary, but it wasn’t his fault. His anguish had just been too much. 
 
    Tomorrow they would go to the Oregon mountains to make their apologies to Grim and his Crew. She sighed heavily, trying to imagine how it would be. This would be the first time she ever left her babies. 
 
    It was time, though. 
 
    She had to get back to living. 
 
    She had to get back to keeping Vyr steady. 
 
    Because no matter what happened, they were in this life-thing together. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    The dragon had landed a damned mile away from the house, and now Vyr was having to tromp all the way home, bare-ass naked and freezing cold. His dragon didn’t much like the cold. It made him slower, and the Changes didn’t last as long, but from the look of the sun setting on the horizon, he’d been away for several hours. 
 
    Rubbing his arms to put some warmth back into them, he stepped into the clearing and sighed in relief at seeing the mansion. From here, he could see a fire in the hearth through the sprawling front windows, but that wasn’t the sight that settled his dragon. It was Riyah, sitting on the front porch swing, bundled in a blanket, cupping a metal thermos in her hands. She wore a red beanie that matched her rosy cheeks and made her dark freckles stand out even more than usual. Her dark hair was in waves down her shoulders, and when she saw him, her full lips curved up in an uncertain smile. She waved at him. 
 
    He was exhausted down to his bones, frozen straight through, every muscle sore from the Change, and his skin felt raw and burned, but he still had some work to do. 
 
    When he made his way to the porch, she was holding out her arms with the corners of the blanket hooked in her hands. 
 
    He slipped right into her hug and allowed her to wrap the warm fabric around his shoulders. She was so warm and smelled like herbs. “Have you been mixing something up?” he asked. He’d built her a greenhouse where she could grow and dry plants to make the old salves she remembered from her mother. 
 
    “Something to heal our skin faster. That was a rough Change.” 
 
    Vyr eased back and tugged at the V-neck of her sweater. Her skin was pink, and she winced when he touched her. “I’ve never dragged you through one before. Never kept you in my mind when it happened. I couldn’t—” 
 
    “You couldn’t help it.” She leaned up and kissed him so sweetly he tugged her closer. “You did good. I watched the news but didn’t see any footage of you burning any towns.” 
 
    “I didn’t burn anything. Didn’t feel like it. I just wanted to be in the sky for a while. Riyah?” 
 
    Yes? she asked in his mind. 
 
    He smiled and hugged her tenderly so he wouldn’t hurt her skin. I’m sorry I wasn’t there. I saw how it was for you, in your mind. You lost your parents, and you were hurt for a long time over it, but I saw it. I felt it. You’ve never felt more abandoned than you did these last six months. And it was me, the one who loves you the most, who made you feel alone. None of it was your fault, you know? 
 
    It was. 
 
    No. His denial was so stern she couldn’t argue if she tried. You grew our babies so well. You took care of them in every way you could. Their little dragons were just too strong. Too impatient. It isn’t anyone’s fault. Not yours and not theirs. 
 
    And not yours. 
 
    Vyr sighed and eased back, just far enough to cup her cheeks and look her into her eyes. “That part I’m going to try and accept because blaming myself for what happened isn’t helping anything.” 
 
    “Just love them, Vyr. Love them for those beautiful moments you felt them moving in my belly. That’s all the time we were allowed to have with them.” Riyah’s breath hitched, and she ducked her gaze, lowered her chin to her chest. And when he eased her face back up, her eyes were rimmed with tears. She tried to smile anyway, tough mate. Beautiful badass. 
 
    “I’ll do better. And I’ll go with you to visit them now. I’ll sit with you on that bench and talk to them with you. I saw it in your head. All the times you told them about the things you love most about their father. About me. Even when I didn’t deserve for you to say anything nice. I’ll replant your orchard, not just for you, but for them, too. And I’ll apologize to Grim. I’ll hate every second of it, but if you think that’ll help Torren and Nox, then I’ll do it.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Grim made this Christmas wish to be a better Alpha, and it replays over and over in my head. He’s broken, but he still has the drive to take care of his people. This year was the hardest on me, but maybe I could make a wish for next year. Maybe I can wish to be a better Alpha, too.” 
 
    Riyah parted her pretty lips to say something, but her face was confiscated by a frown and the words stayed lodged in her throat as she stared at something behind him. 
 
    When he turned, Nox was headed this way, humming a song around a beef jerky stick, dragging what looked like a horse saddle with an extremely long cinch strap trailing behind him through the snow. 
 
    He looked up at Vyr and stopped in his tracks, his eyes round. Just buckled his legs and skidded to a stop. “Uuuuh, you’re back early.” 
 
    “What the fuck is that?” Vyr asked. 
 
    “What’s what?” Nox answered innocently. 
 
    Vyr counted to three in his head so he wouldn’t cuss ob-Nox-ious out. “The saddle you are holding in front of you.” 
 
    Nox looked down like he’d never seen before in his life the thing he clenched in his hands. “Oh. This thing. Weeeeell…it’s a saddle.” 
 
    “For?” 
 
    “For our flight.” 
 
    Vyr pursed his lips. Maybe he should just burn him and eat him. Just a little burning and eating. Just a little. 
 
    “Is that a dragon saddle?” Riyah asked, pointing to the cinch that was trailing in the snow yards behind Nox. 
 
    He looked behind him and said, “So, what of it? Maybe I spent three weeks making a custom dragon saddle. I think I should be the first one to ride the Red Dragon because I’m his best friend—” 
 
    “Torren is my best friend—” 
 
    “Torren barely likes you right now and, besides, I can watch your back and like…throw water balloons at people who try to take video of you, and steer you, and keep you from setting everything on fire.” The words tumbled over each other as he blurted them out without taking a single breath. 
 
    Apparently Nox had been thinking about this a lot. 
 
    Vyr stood frozen for a four-count and then said, “I simply can’t.” He strode inside and let the swinging door close loudly behind him. 
 
    “So, is that a no to flying together to Grim’s Mountains?” Nox called. 
 
    “We’re taking a plane!” Vyr yelled. 
 
    “I never get to do anything fun!” Nox screamed. And then there was a huge thud as the saddle hit the side of the house. 
 
    He would’ve ignored the sound of giggling coming from the front porch, but those sounds belonged to Riyah. Vyr stilled by the hearth at the tinkling sound. It was music to a heart that hadn’t heard any in a long time. God, Riyah was the least fragile person he’d ever met. 
 
    She walked through the door, a laugh still curving her lips, shaking her head as she dragged the blanket in. And when she looked up to see Vyr, the corners of her eyes crinkled with her smile. 
 
    There was his Riyah. 
 
    “Come here,” he murmured. 
 
    She wasn’t slow about it. She was playful, like the old them. She bolted to him and jumped, landing in his arms, the thermos in her hand sloshing as she threw her arms around his neck. “Take me on a date in Tillamook,” she said lightly. “I hear they have a cheese factory that does tours, and they sell ice cream there and everything. I love cheese and ice cream.” 
 
    Vyr chuckled, kissed her, and then sucked on her bottom lip before he sat on the couch, taking her with him.  
 
    “If it’s going to be just me and you, no kiddos of our own, I want you to date the shit out of me and keep me nice and distracted.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” he said as she wiggled her pelvis against his erection. “Distracted how?” 
 
    “With naked parties.” 
 
    “Naked parties, cheese, and ice cream. I think I can manage that.” Anything to make you happy. 
 
    She smiled as he put the last words into her mind. And anything to make you happy, too. I love you, Vyr Daye. 
 
    I love you always, Riyah Daye. 
 
    She nodded once. “Then it’s settled. Date night. I want to go to dinner somewhere new. In Grim’s Mountains.” She nuzzled her cheek against his and admitted softly, “I think it’ll be good for us to get away from here for a little while together.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Nox muttered. 
 
    Vyr looked over Riyah’s shoulder and glared at Nox, who had somehow snuck in here, still eating his beef jerky stick as he leaned on the counter in the kitchen. 
 
    “You aren’t coming on date night.” 
 
    “That’s what she said,” Nox uttered with a snort. 
 
    Vyr considered throwing Riyah’s thermos at his face. 
 
    Riyah laughed and hugged the metal canister to her chest, then shook her head slightly. He’d forgotten she was still in his head. He was going to have to get used to it all over again, but that was okay. He didn’t want the wall between them ever again. Good or bad thoughts, he wanted to share everything with his mate. 
 
    She made him feel better. And not just like healing-from-a-cold feel better or recovering-from-a-bad-Change feel better. She made his soul feel like it could be okay again. He’d gone dark inside, but she was still here, still light, still sharing that good magic, that love, with him. It didn’t matter that he wasn’t worthy of it. All that mattered was that this woman loved him unconditionally and was still here, fighting right alongside him. 
 
    If she could find the grit to smile and laugh after everything she’d been through, then he had no right to keep spiraling. 
 
    For the first time in a long time, he was looking forward to traveling because, this time, it wasn’t something his dragon was forcing him to do. It was a trip with his Crew and a night out with his mate, a chance to make her feel loved, like she made him feel. 
 
    He was one lucky sonofabitch to have somehow gained the loyalty of this Crew. And even luckier still to have earned the love of the woman smiling at him like he hung the moon. 
 
    Once upon a time, in the shifter prison where they’d met, Riyah had told him, “I’ll be your star. I believe in you. I’ll wait with you while better things are coming.” And she hadn’t quit on him. Not once, not even for a moment. Her loyal heart had chosen him, and that was that. And somewhere along the way, he’d become her star, too. 
 
    The thing about being someone’s star, though…that star owed a debt. If someone believed in it that much, the least it could do was keep shining. 
 
    So here was his moment, on the day he’d visited his little dragons’ graves for the first time, on the day his Crew had come to stop him from burning the orchard, on the day he’d accepted that his mate wasn’t going anywhere, no matter how far he fell or how unrecognizable he became on his insides… This was the moment he found his grit like Riyah had done. No matter the effort it took, he was going to turn this around and bring the Red Dragon back under control. 
 
    No. More. Mountain ranges. 
 
    The world deserved for him to stop claiming them. 
 
    And his people deserved to have him home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Nox leaned over the first-class seat and shoved a list in front of Vyr’s face. “I’ve made an itinerary for our trip.” 
 
    Riyah giggled to herself. Oh, she couldn’t wait to see what he’d added to it. 
 
    Vyr scrunched up his face as he read it aloud. “One, cheese factory. B, see Oregon’s grade-A, grass-fed moo cows. Three, kill and eat moo cows. Four, I’m a bear shifter, stop looking at the list like it’s weird. E, apologize to Remington, Juno, and Ash for being mega-dicks and trying to kill them and their mates. Six, make Nox Second in the Crew. Seven, lose Torren in the Oregon mountains somewhere because he is boring. Eight, give Nox all your beers on the flight.” 
 
    “Ow,” Nox muttered as Torren smacked him in the back of the head. 
 
    “All the drinks are free in first class, you idiot,” the grumpy silverback shifter pointed out. “And I’m not boring. I’m just sick of all of your perverted jokes today. If I hear you say ‘that’s what she said’ one more time, I’m going to break that window and shove you through it. I keep thinking if I just ignore you, you will stop trying to annoy everyone and be quiet. But no, the more we ignore you, the more obnoxious you are.” 
 
    “I’ll never give up,” Nox muttered. He turned to the passing flight attendant and smiled sweetly. “Can I have two Bud Lights?” He leaned over Vyr and Riyah’s seats again. “Why didn’t you get our seats all in a row so we could look at each other?” 
 
    “So I don’t have to look at you,” Vyr muttered, leaning his head back and closing his eyes. 
 
    “Want to play I-spy?” Nox asked. 
 
    Vyr was currently giving Riyah very vivid imagery of him helping Torren throw Nox off the plane, and the smile growing on his face was a little disturbing. 
 
    Hoping to save Nox’s life, Riyah asked Nox, “Aren’t you supposed to be buckled?” 
 
    “I can’t figure out the Wi-Fi,” Nox murmured, poking at his phone. “I promised Nevada I would send her a dick pic from the plane, but it won’t let me buy service.” 
 
    “I’m sure Nevada will survive,” Vyr said without opening his eyes. Now he was imagining eating Nox whole while he was a dragon. 
 
    “Clearly, you don’t understand our dynamics. Nevada is seven levels out of my league, and the biggest thing I have going for me is my dick. I have to keep her addicted to it, even when I’m traveling, so that she never feels neglected and only thinks of me and what I can do to her body twenty-four-seven. I even manscaped.” 
 
    Riyah had turned in her seat, watching Nox through the crack between their chairs. She whispered to her mate, “You’ve never sent me a dick pic. I feel a little cheated.” 
 
    “There, I got the internet.” Nox started unsnapping the top button of his jeans like he would take the picture right then and there, but Torren slapped his hand away from his crotch and confiscated his phone. They broke out in a scuffle, but mostly were just slapping at each other like two giant, tattooed, grown-ass siblings in the back seat of a long car ride. 
 
    Riyah faced forward again. She reached for his mind. I think I want a dick pic! 
 
    The little headache that said Vyr was deep in her head started just behind her eyes. Most people didn’t like headaches, but she did. She liked being this close to Vyr. 
 
    You see my dick all the time. 
 
    But I want pictures. So I can bring it up and stare at it and miss your dick when you aren’t with me. 
 
    Vyr opened his eyes and rolled his head toward her. The fight behind Nox and Torren was getting louder, but they both were professionals at ignoring them. Seriously? Most girls don’t want dick pics. 
 
    Riyah gave him her sexiest crooked smirk. “Well, there’s your first problem, thinking I’m like other girls.” 
 
    “Oh, woman, I would never mistake you for that. You are one of a kind.” You want a dick pic? You got it. I’m gonna send it to you at some random time when you are supposed to be serious, though, so you blush and stutter and get busted with a naughty grin on your face. 
 
    Riyah giggled and pulled her knees up to her chest. “I like this game.” I’ll send you boobie pics, too. 
 
    The wicked expression on Vyr’s face vanished. “Yes, please.” You are the best wife and the best mate and have the prettiest tits in the whole world, he said loudly in his head. 
 
    And now heat was creeping into her cheeks. That was the best compliment he’d given her in a long time, so she rewarded him with touch because Vyr did better with affection now. She wrapped her arms around his stony bicep, rested her cheek against his shoulder, and smiled at the chick-flick movie he’d let her choose for them to watch together. 
 
    The rest of the flight went by fast. The boys quieted their arguing when they had beers to occupy them, and Riyah fell asleep against Vyr’s arm. When she woke, the pilot was instructing the flight attendants to prepare for landing, and then it was only another half hour before they were earthbound again. 
 
    Vyr had rented them the biggest SUV he could, thank goodness, because Torren needed space from Nox by the time they were an hour into the drive to the mountains near Tillamook, Oregon. He took up the entire third row, sat right in the middle, massive arms draped over the seats, glaring straight ahead. In the middle seat, Nox kept swatting at the back of his own neck, but that was probably because of the rumbling noise coming from Torren and his bright green gorilla eyes. Riyah tried to help by turning the music up louder to drown out the aggressive animal sounds, but their snarling ramped up even noisier. He was getting her inner polar bear all riled up, too. She was only a couple years Turned, while in the same shifter prison she’d met Vyr, and sometimes she didn’t have the best control. 
 
    “Torren,” Vyr growled, ghosting a glance at him in the rearview mirror, “if you make Riyah Change, I’m gonna burn you.” 
 
    “Need. Food,” Torren grunted in a gravelly voice. Hangry wasn’t even a big enough word for what happened to these boys when they got their hunger pangs. 
 
    So they pulled over and got lunch at a hole-in-the-wall burger joint. 
 
    “Have you let Grim know we’re coming?” she asked as they sat down with their food. 
 
    “No,” Vyr murmured. I would rather catch them in their natural habitat.” 
 
    “He means he would rather catch them fucking up than warning them the boss is coming so they pretend to be working like a well-oiled machine,” Nox called across the room around a giant bite of food in his mouth. He and Torren had opted to sit at a different table, as far away from Vyr as they could get. 
 
    “I’ve always respected that about you, you know?” she said softly, tearing one of her French fries into tiny pieces. 
 
    “What?” Vyr asked. 
 
    “You were never one for perfection. You prefer real. Your father reacts well when he sees professionalism, but with your mountains, you don’t put pressure on the Crews.” 
 
    “Pressure on them won’t turn these shifters to diamonds. It will just crush them,” Vyr said. 
 
    “But you recognize that. You let them improve on their own. Or not. Their future and how far they get is up to them. You just provide a safe place for them to recover.” 
 
    He was so handsome in this light. They were sitting by a big front window, and the sunshine was hitting his face just right. His bright silver eyes were made even brighter by the saturated light. The tendrils of tattoo ink that curled out from under the sleeves of his T-shirt were stark against his smooth, pale skin. The light and shadows highlighted and smudged the curves of his muscles like some charcoal drawing in a gallery. He was soooo…Vyr. 
 
    “That was the compromise I could live with,” he murmured, staring at his food. This was an admission. She could feel it. They hadn’t talked much in the last six months while they were both spiraling in their own little worlds. 
 
    “The compromise you made with the Red Dragon?” 
 
    He nodded. “I don’t have much control anymore. He wants to claim everything, but if I put a Last Chance Crew on the mountains I claim and give them a shot at recovering, I can feel like I did something good, you know?” He looked up at her with those striking silver snake eyes. 
 
    “You’re a good man, you know?” 
 
    Vyr huffed a laugh and shook his head. “Woman, you’ve been drinking.” 
 
    “Oh, please, I had one glass of wine on the plane, and that was hours ago. I know you, Vyr Daye. I know your heart. I can see inside your head whether you’re quiet and thoughtful or the dragon is raging. You never stop trying. You never have that ‘fuck it, just go burn everything’ moment. It’s not in you to quit. Torren is your guardian. And I’m your guardian. That’s what people say. But they don’t realize the real guardian of the Red Dragon. The one who does all the quiet work and saves the world every day? It’s you, Vyr. You’re a badass. And I know you get tired. I can feel it now. You’re exhausted. But I’m here. You can lean on me.” 
 
    “I’m also here,” Nox said from across the restaurant. 
 
    Vyr twisted in his seat to look at the boys, the legs of his metal chair scraping the tile floor. 
 
    Riyah waited for the punchline to Nox’s joke because he always had a punchline, but the blond-haired, beefed-up, tattooed jokester stared back at Vyr with the most solemn expression she’d ever seen on his face. 
 
    Torren was leaning on his elbows, hands clasped in front of him, empty plate pushed away, frowning as he studied Vyr. “I didn’t know that was why you’ve been putting those fuck-up Crews in the territory you claim.” 
 
    Vyr shook his head. “It’s not some big honorable thing—” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Torren said so softly she almost missed it. “I thought it was part of your need to control people, but I was wrong. This whole time I thought you were just making more Crews to put under you.” Torren swallowed hard. “I thought we weren’t enough.” 
 
    Vyr huffed a breath and stood. He hesitated a moment and then grabbed his and Riyah’s plates before making his way to their table. He sat by Torren and then waited until Riyah took her seat next to Nox before he spoke. “The Sons of Beasts have always been enough. The dragon wants territory, not Crews. My dad keeps tabs on every shifter in existence. It’s always been his instinct. He stopped trying to claim territory a long time ago, but he still watches everyone. For me, I do that on a smaller scale. I watch the outcasts, the ones I relate to. The ones who struggle like I do, or like you, Torren, or like you, Nox. Like Candace and Nevada.” He looked at her and gave a small, crooked smile. “Like Riyah, the ones who have trouble finding their place in this world. It feels good to give them homes. The dragon doesn’t give a shit about that part, but I do. There’s good and bad in all of us, but some have to fight harder against the bad. I want those to succeed so at the end of my life, I can look back and not just see the fires I set. I want to be able to look back on the fires I put out, too.” 
 
    For every bridge Vyr had been burning, secretly, he’d been building new ones. 
 
    Torren cleared his throat once…twice. “I’m here, too.” 
 
    Those three words welded together one of the many cracks in the Sons of Beasts Crew. 
 
    Oh, the scar would still be there, but it wasn’t bleeding anymore. 
 
    Under the table, Riyah slid her ankles against her mate’s. Good Alpha. 
 
    Vyr offered her a slow, crooked smile. Her favorite. 
 
    There he was—her Vyr. 
 
    And this was the moment she knew he’d been right. 
 
    Everything would be okay. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Riyah had never been to these mountains. Vyr had talked about them before, and she’d tried to imagine them, but never had she come close to the real thing. 
 
    Oregon was beautiful. They’d taken winding roads through logging territory to get to Grim’s Mountains. Entire forests had been cut and re-planted in sections, each with signs telling passersby the date the trees were replanted. On the way, they’d passed two lumberyards with towering stacks of logs that reminded her of home. 
 
    Vyr turned and offered Riyah his hand on the last ridge. The parking area was farther down the mountain, and they’d had to follow a trail to the Rogue Pride Crew’s trailer park. 
 
    The woods they were hiking through were covered in pine and ferns, moss and wild grasses. Evergreen needles blanketed the earth, and the woods smelled of rich, wet dirt, tree sap, and…smoke. 
 
    Something zinged past Vyr and slammed into the tree right beside him. 
 
    Riyah gasped as the fire-tipped arrow smoked and vibrated from the force of hitting the tree. 
 
    “You missed,” Vyr said in a bored voice to a tall, lanky man with Rockstar hair and gold eyes. 
 
    He was standing in the middle of the clearing, dipping the tip of another arrow into the firepit. “It was a purposeful miss, Dragon,” he said. “The first was a warning. The next will be a skull shot. I hear your healing is faster than us normie shifters. We’ll see if you can re-grow a face.” 
 
    “Vyr?” Ashlynn Kane asked, stepping down a set of porch stairs toward them. 
 
    Beaston Novak’s daughter, Remington, and Brighton Beck’s daughter, Juno, stepped out of the trailer behind Ashlynn, the one with the numbers 1010 beside the door. The women were all wearing sweater dresses and boots. 
 
    Riyah had met the girls in this Crew during holidays in Damon’s Mountains. Before the Sons of Beasts had gone to war with the Daughters of Beasts. 
 
    All three of them looked utterly stunned as they made their way slowly toward Riyah and the boys. 
 
    “We have a good thing here,” Juno said. “If you’re here to take it away, we aren’t going down quietly.” 
 
    “He’s good,” Ash said in a soft voice. “Vyr is good. I can tell. He’s been messing up, but he’s still Vyr.” 
 
    Riyah slid her hands up his bicep as Torren and Nox came to stand on either side of them. “We aren’t here for trouble,” Riyah said. 
 
    “Then why are you here?” a woman with long silver hair asked from where she stood on the porch of the last singlewide mobile home. 
 
    “Rose,” Vyr greeted her with a nod. 
 
    “Red Dragon,” she said formally. “My grandson is working near here with Kamp. He’s close.” 
 
    Riyah didn’t miss the warning in the woman’s voice. 
 
    “If I wanted Grim or any of you dead, you wouldn’t be standing here,” Vyr said simply. “Grim is safe from me.” 
 
    “Ya damn right, he is,” said the man loading a fiery arrow. 
 
    “Rhett,” Juno whispered with a frown. 
 
    Rose spoke up, “Did you buy my plane ticket here so that I would be safely away from Tarian Pride territory when you took it over? I’ve been wondering that for the last week. I think you care about Grim and his people. I think.” She frowned. “You’re hard to figure out. You burned half of my home mountains, and then you paid for me to be with my grandson and his Crew for the holidays. Was it out of guilt? Or are you planning more war?” 
 
    Vyr smiled wickedly. “Clever Rose. The thought did cross my mind to take the territory while you are here. Grim and all of you would’ve stayed out of it if you were safely away.” 
 
    “Because you don’t want to hurt us,” Ash said. “You smile like you got the devil in you, but you’re trying to make your wicked deeds less wicked, Vyr. You’re trying to get your people out of the way before your dragon is bad again, aren’t you?” 
 
    Vyr’s smirk fell from his face, and he composed it like his father so often did into an unreadable mask. He placed his hands behind his back and asked, “When will Grim be back?” 
 
    “Grim? Not for a while,” Rhett said, leaning on the hip-height compound bow. “The Reaper, though, he’s here right now.” 
 
    And right at that moment, a monstrous, black-maned, golden-eyed, scarred-up lion came barreling out of the woods straight for them. His muscles rippled as he charged, and his lips were curled back to expose long, curved canines. He looked terrifying. 
 
    One moment was all it took for Vyr to lose control. 
 
    One moment, and Riyah could see it so clearly in his head. That loss of himself wasn’t because the Reaper was coming for Vyr. It was because he was aiming his hostility in the general direction of Riyah, Nox, and Torren. And the Red Dragon, for all his faults, loved his Crew as much as a monster could love. And he would burn anyone who threatened them. 
 
    Vyr gritted out a pained noise, then bunched his muscles and jumped impossibly high into the air. The ground around his feet had sunk in and cracked from the force. The dragon exploded from his body at the height of his leap, near the top of the forest canopy. Wind whooshed down upon them all, flattening them against the ground. 
 
    He beat his scarred and ripped red wings hard, aiming for the clouds, and when he reached them, he twisted in the air and dove, circling back for them. The Reaper had been pushed to the side with the force of Vyr’s Change, but began his charge again for Nox and Torren and Riyah. Another lion, Kamp, she guessed, came fast from the woods and slammed into the side of the Reaper just as Nox and Torren Changed. 
 
    The Red Dragon was coming for the Reaper. His eyes were narrowed on the lion, and she could hear his Firestarter clicking deep in his throat. The sound echoed through the mountains. 
 
    “Vyr!” she screamed. “Don’t!” 
 
    Everything happened at once. Juno, Remington, and Ash Changed into grizzlies, Rhett and Rose into lions, and all of them headed straight for the Reaper. They weren’t coming for war on the Sons of Beasts. They were coming to the aid of their Alpha…or perhaps to stop him. Or fight him. Yes, they were definitely going to fight him. 
 
    Riyah’s inner bear roared to be released, and her skin tingled with the first signs of the Change, but she wouldn’t be fast enough to do anything. She couldn’t Change and get to the Reaper fast enough to protect them. 
 
    “Stop his fire,” Torren’s gorilla growled out before he bolted right for the divebombing dragon. 
 
    On the verge of a Change, Riyah lifted her hands, palms up, and focused every bit of her energy on Vyr and the Rogue Pride Crew. Her powers weren’t an exact science, though, and the bear was feeding her power too fast. The adrenaline was doing something bad to her, and waves of sick power pulsed from her. When Vyr opened his mouth and blew fire, Riyah screamed and diverted it upward to keep the fire from the ground. He was so low to the ground. Time slowed as Torren blasted toward him, leapt off the ground with his arms outstretched, and gripped onto one of the small red spikes that lined the Red Dragon’s jaw. Torren almost lost his grip when Vyr was catapulted upward with the force of her blast. 
 
    Nox roared as he stood protectively beside Riyah, but there was nothing to be done. Torren could hold on or fall. His destiny was completely up to his grip strength and the Red Dragon’s reaction to the gorilla. 
 
    Torren held on with one hand as Vyr arched his long back and pulled up toward the sky again. 
 
    He was going to fall. She could see it in Torren’s eyes that he was losing his grip. Red Dragon, it’s Torren. Take care of him. He’s yours! 
 
    Riyah cast another pulse of power from her hands, but it didn’t just go up. It levelled trees to her right with a deafening crash, but she couldn’t worry about that right now. She was focused on pushing Torren upward to help him get a better grip. Gravity was not a friend to the silverback right now. 
 
    As Vyr turned sharply, she lost sight of the gorilla and waited on baited breath for him to fall. Nox was running in that direction as though he would try to catch him when he did, but Torren never fell off the Red Dragon. As seconds went on and nothing fell from the sky, she searched Vyr desperately, hoping he would turn enough so she could see Torren and make sure he was okay. 
 
    And when he did give her a glimpse of the gorilla still clinging to his face spikes, Torren was yelling something into the Red Dragon’s ear hole. 
 
    Holy shit, he was doing it. The Red Dragon wasn’t circling back. Whatever Torren was telling him, it was working. Riyah could feel the Red Dragon listening to him. 
 
    Nox Changed back into a very naked, very angry man. “Are you fucking kidding me? I can’t ride him, but Torren can?” 
 
    If anything about this situation was funny, Riyah would’ve laughed. As it stood, though, Vyr was now burning a line in the valley between the mountains, the Reaper was still fighting his entire Crew, the girls’ pretty dresses lay in tatters where they’d Changed, Nox was jamming both middle fingers at the sky, and Riyah’s power had destroyed a good thirty yards of forest down the side of the mountain. 
 
    All they’d wanted to do was come here and apologize, and now look at this chaos. 
 
    Freakin’ C-Teams. 
 
    But she was a bright side kind of shifter-witch, and on a positive note, the Red Dragon had gone protective over his Crew. He’d also listened to whatever reasoning Torren was screaming into his ear and hadn’t burned down the trailer park and all its inhabitants. Those felt like small victories. 
 
    And with dragons, any victory, no matter how small, counted for a lot. 
 
    Good Alpha. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    What was taking so long? It felt like hours since Vyr had re-burned the territory. 
 
    Grim and his Crew were inside the mobile home at the end, probably cleaning up after the fight. Some of them definitely needed stitches. 
 
    She was standing out by the firepit keeping warm, and beside her, Nox had dragged up a bright green plastic lawn chair that was held together with duct tape, like someone had thrown it against a tree or something. 
 
    More reminders of home, ha. 
 
    The flimsy chair legs were splayed in the dirt under Nox’s weight, and beside him was a six pack of some kind of beer named Pen15 Juice. The font on the logo was unfortunate since it looked like it said PenIS Juice. She pursed her lips against a smile and snuggled deeper into her jacket. Clouds were covering up the sun now, and it made everything look and feel colder. 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” Rose asked softly as she approached from behind. 
 
    “Nothing,” Nox answered without looking at her. He took a long drag of a beer and did the man-sigh afterward. “He’s just an outlaw, and outlaws can’t be tamed.” 
 
    Rose came to stand on the other side of Riyah, holding her hands out to the fire to warm them. “I’m serious.” 
 
    Riyah parted her lips to say something, but it was Nox who answered again, “He’s a territorial dick, land-hungry, has a dragon he can’t control, pyromaniac, multiple personalities, aggressive, mediocre Alpha, closed off when he’s hurt, doesn’t talk about feelings, can’t stay in one place, and is the only person in the world who actually likes eating pea soup. Pros, he’s best friends with me.” Another swig of beer as Riyah stared down at him with her mouth hanging open. “Oh, and his mate is pretty cool, too.” He winked and did a silent cheers, then whispered, “Manners. You bitches love compliments.” 
 
    Riyah slapped him in the back of the head, and he spewed beer onto the fire. The flames leapt a little higher and then simmered down again. 
 
    “He’s been hurting,” Riyah said. “The dragon is hard enough to manage when everything is steady. When he suffers? It’s ten times harder to keep him in control.” 
 
    “What hurt?” Rose asked softly. 
 
    This was the part Riyah hated. The part where she was supposed to admit without breaking down that she’d lost her own children, that she hadn’t been able to get them to air safely. She was still a work in progress on this part. Clearing her throat, she said as steady as she could, “We lost twins. It isn’t our fate to have biological children. Their dragons were too strong too early.” 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Rose whispered. She hugged Riyah. “I’m so sorry for what you’ve both been through.” The woman hugged her tighter. “When he came to burn Tarian Territory, I feared it was something bad that had happened to him that set him off, but my heart hurts that it’s this. He deserves better. So do you. You both would’ve been amazing parents to those precious babies.” 
 
    Riyah’s heart stuttered as she melted into the woman’s hug. She’d talked about this so little with outsiders. She stared at the sky, praying for strength not to break down. Because that’s what happened, right? The pain never went away. A person could only hope to grow strong enough to hold the pain. 
 
    “Did you steal that from the shed?” Rhett asked. 
 
    Riyah released Rose and turned to find the Rogue Pride Crew all filing out of the trailer. 
 
    Nox lifted his beer up in the air. “I give it sixty-nine stars. Highly recommend.” 
 
    “You could’ve given us a heads-up you were coming into my territory,” said a tall, muscular, tatted-up man with a Mohawk. Grim. He came to stand beside Rose. 
 
    “You mean Vyr’s territory,” Nox said. 
 
    Grim let off a low growl. “The Reaper doesn’t like surprises.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Riyah said understandingly, remembering Vyr’s immediate reaction to Grim charging out of the woods. “Neither does the Red Dragon. I get it, and I’m sorry we didn’t give you a call. Vyr didn’t want you all on your best behavior. He wanted you…” 
 
    “All fighting each other?” Ash asked brightly. “Because we totally did that.” She had a scratch across her cheek, but she didn’t favor it when she grinned. 
 
    There was a loaded moment of silence, and then Juno let off a little giggle. And then Remington joined along with Ash. Kamp stood back, arms crossed over his chest, both him and Rhett fighting smiles. 
 
    Nox cleared his throat and stood. Riyah couldn’t read his face as he looked from person to person, but he hesitated when he got to Juno. Slowly, he traced three long-healed claw marks on the side of her neck. When Rhett snarled, Nox dropped his hand back to his side. “Wasn’t my choice,” he murmured. “Torren and I never wanted to hurt any of you. We didn’t know we were there to claim Tarian Pride territory.” 
 
    “Nox Fuller,” Ash whispered, stepping right up to him and wrapping her arms around his waist. “Did you just apologize?” She squeezed him hard until his back made a popping sound and said, “I never in a million years thought you would go soft!” 
 
    Riyah cracked up. This was awesome watching Nox’s cheeks turn the shade of cherries. “His mate has been teaching him manners.” She scrunched up her face at him and repeated his words, “Bitches love compliments.” 
 
    He glared at her, but pulled Juno in for a hug, and then Remington. 
 
    She could feel Vyr now. He was close. He still had the wall up between them, but it was thinning. 
 
    He and Torren strode out of the woods, both bare-ass naked, covering their nethers and damn near blue-skinned from the cold. 
 
    “’Scuse me,” she said, stepping around the fire pit. She bolted for him. She’d been so worried! He caught her just as she launched herself into his arms, and Vyr hugged her so tightly. He buried his face against her neck and was making a purring sound she hadn’t heard in months. The dragon was content. Thank God. “You did good,” she whispered against his ear. 
 
    Torren was standing there, tall as a building, shivering. But his face looked different. He was smiling, and it had been a while since Riyah had seen that. And then he did something that shocked her. Torren winked at her and then made his way toward the others where he hugged up the girls and offered his hand to Grim to shake. They looked alike, two tattooed giants standing there in the evening shadows, one with gold eyes and one with green, both brawlers. The Reaper and the Kong. Riyah was suddenly filled with pride for her Crew. They could’ve gone their whole lives not making apologies for war. It was easier to not give a fuck. But they did the hard thing and made amends. 
 
    Grim broke from the crowd and strode for Riyah and Vyr. He was holding a pair of folded sweats and a hoodie. Vyr eased Riyah to the side and straightened his spine, lifted his chin. 
 
    The Alpha of Rogue Pride was growling a threatening sound, and his face was a study in ambivalence and uncertainty, but he handed Vyr the clothes and murmured, “Thanks for not burning us all to ashes.” Grim cleared his throat and canted his head at Vyr, studied him. “And also thank you for letting us keep working in these mountains. It’s…well, it’s become home. I never thought I would feel that about a place, but you…you gave that to us.” 
 
    Vyr ducked his chin once. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    Grim scratched his thick beard with his thumb and glanced back at his Crew. Ash, his mate, was looking at him with the mushiest smile. “We were heading into town to celebrate New Year’s,” Grim murmured. “It’s why the girls were all dressed up. It’s my grandma’s last day with us, so we wanted to cut loose a little.” Grim shifted his weight and cleared his throat. “Would you and your Crew like to stay for a while?” 
 
    Vyr first looked to Riyah, then back to Grim and nodded with shock pooling in his bright eyes. “We’d love that.” 
 
    Two broken Alphas and both men of few words, but that didn’t matter. It was so clear they understood each other, and more than that, they respected each other. 
 
    Riyah could see it now, why Vyr kept coming back here. Why he kept watching Grim. She could feel his relief when he was around him. Someone else like him existed. Someone who would never have full control over his animal side. But who, like Vyr, kept trying anyway. 
 
    And as she watched her Crew talking to Rogue Pride, dissipating memories of war between them with laughter, she could imagine another deep crack in her Crew being welded together. 
 
    And that’s what healing was about. Mending one fracture at a time until a bond could bear weight again. 
 
    They were doing the work, and they didn’t need her protection from Vyr anymore. So, she closed her eyes and exhaled softly, lifted the shield she’d been blanketing them with for all these months. Torren and Nox had grown strong enough to stand on their own again and shoulder the bond with the biggest, baddest, most volatile dragon in the world. 
 
    When she opened her eyes, Torren and Nox had locked their attention on Vyr and wore matching smiles. And Vyr—her Vyr, because that’s what he was again—stroked his fingers down her spine and nodded to Nox and Torren. 
 
    Everything is okay, he whispered through the bond. I’ll make everything okay. No matter what happens from here on, I’ll never let us get broken like that again. 
 
    Riyah slipped her hand into his and reached for his mind. 
 
    Good Alpha. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    “Dammit, Nox,” Vyr growled, “get Mr. Diddles off the table.” 
 
    The swan in question was standing over a plate of hot dog buns going to town like Cookie Monster. Bread crumbs were flying, and the swan was wagging his little stump tail like a happy golden retriever. 
 
    Nox flipped through a daily planner. “According to my daily planner, it’s Torren’s turn to deal with Mr. Diddle’s shit.” 
 
    Candace popped a french fry into her mouth and leaned over Nox’s shoulder, squinting her eyes at his notebook. “All I see written in there is ‘I love Nevada’s tits’ and a dick with a smiley face.” 
 
    Vyr growled and removed the oversized feasting bird from the table himself. “I built him a castle. A castle! That swan has a mini-mansion, and yet he’s spent the entire winter in here.” 
 
    Torren set a plate of burger patties and hot dogs in the middle of the table. “I’ll never get over you calling that bird Mr. Diddles in your fancy-as-fuck voice.” 
 
    “There’s a feather in my water,” Vyr groused, plucking a white plume out gingerly. 
 
    Riyah giggled and rested her hand on his thigh when he sat down next to her. Three months, and everything was back to normal. The swan honked. Nox sat down too hard on his chair, the leg broke, and he busted his ass. Nevada laughed so hard she snorted. Torren downed an entire hot dog like some giant tattooed anaconda. Candace was yelling, “Yeah baby, one bite, you know how to turn me on.” And Dane was a shifted baby gorilla, climbing up the curtains of the heavily windowed room. 
 
    Well…they were back to normal for them. 
 
    “You’re quiet tonight,” Vyr said low, leaning closer to her from his spot at the head of the table. “And you’ve had me shut out for a week, but you’re sitting on the edge of your seat and grinning. Nervous. Excited. Nervous. Excited.” He was studying her with his head canted to the side. 
 
    Riyah grinned. “I know something you don’t know.” 
 
    She felt the tingle of a headache right behind her eyes that told her Vyr was pushing harder to get into her mind. She closed the wall between them and shook her head. “Nuh uh uuuuuh. You’ll ruin the surprise.” 
 
    Vyr frowned, his ruddy eyebrows lowering over those bright blue eyes of his. The dragon color wasn’t there quite as much anymore. Victory. “I don’t much like surprises.” 
 
    “I really think you’ll like this one.” 
 
    He looked so handsome in this light, his cheekbones chiseled, his eyes slightly slanted like a cat’s. His face didn’t look haunted anymore. He’d trimmed his beard shorter, and his arms and chest rippled against the thin fabric of his blue T-shirt. She’d always loved that color on him. Made his eyes pop. Handsome, handsome mate. 
 
    “Mmmmm, I heard that,” he rumbled, sliding her hand to his lips. 
 
    “Eep!” She shut the wall down tighter so he wouldn’t see into her memories. Over the past few months, the Sons of Beasts had grown closer to Rogue Pride. And for Riyah, she’d begun building a friendship with Ashlynn Kane, the mate of Grim. It was Ash and Grim who were about to change the entire course of Riyah and Vyr’s lives. 
 
    When her phone buzzed, she glanced at the text that flashed across the screen. Pulling up now. It was from Grim. 
 
    Chills rippled up her spine, and tears were already burning her eyes just from those three words. This was really happening! She had an urge to pull up the picture Ash had sent her last week and look at it for the hundredth time. It was the boy from Beaston’s vision. Ash and Grim had found him without even knowing Beaston’s prediction, but Riyah had been so careful to hide him from Vyr in case something fell through. It had been a huge fear that her hopes would be shattered again. And if her heart was broken again, she wanted to protect Vyr from a broken heart, too. 
 
    Torren had been right in the middle of squirting a ridiculous amount of mustard onto a half dozen hot dogs when he froze. His bright green eyes narrowed, and the joke he was telling faded off mid-punchline. “Do you hear that?” 
 
    “Yeah, Dane is ripping the curtain to shreds,” Candace muttered, making her way toward the little hellraising Kong. 
 
    “No, someone is coming.” 
 
    “That’s what she said,” Nox muttered, sketching something into his journal with a piece of charcoal. 
 
    Torren gave him a look of pure annoyance. 
 
    “Yeeeesss,” Nox said creepily, “hold that frown.” He sketched faster. 
 
    “Are you drawing my face?” Torren griped, yanking the journal out of Nox’s hands. 
 
    “Hey, give me back my dream journal!” He kicked the leg of Torren’s chair so hard it busted, and the gorilla went down hard. 
 
    Riyah barely ducked out of the way fast enough when the notebook went sailing. The sound of shattering glass was deafening, and Nevada and Candace both yelled, “Seriously?” 
 
    Already, half the windows were held together with duct tape. 
 
    Vyr looked tired as he slow blinked at the newly broken window and chewed a bite of cheeseburger. “I would tell you to pay for that, but we all know you’re just going to use duct tape and buy beer instead.” 
 
    “For all of us!” Nox said. “Because I’m the MVP. Every time you go to the fridge, there is a cold one in there just waiting for you. Beer trumps broken windows.” 
 
    When Vyr closed his eyes and inhaled a steadying breath, Riyah took a peek into his mind. He was counting to ten, imagining a field of dandelions waving in the wind. Which seemed really peaceful except he was also imagining Nox tied to a chair in the middle of that field, covered in honey and bumble bees. He also had a black eye. Vyr smiled. And then his attention jerked to the window because the sound was getting louder. Torren had been right; there was the sound of a car engine. 
 
    They were really, really here. 
 
    Slowly, Riyah stood and watched as the navy-blue Ford Expedition with rental plates made its way up the circle drive. “Vyr, I…” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked, standing. 
 
    “Nothing is wrong,” she whispered. “Something is right. And I think sometimes things happen for a reason. Even terrible things. That’s the only way I’ve been able to make sense of what we went through. Feels like we went through a long storm, but now it’s time for a rainbow.” Her breath hitched as she slipped her hand into his. “I hope.” 
 
    Vyr’s eyes sparked with intensity as he looked from her to the car parking outside. “It’s Grim and Rose.” He swallowed hard. “And someone else. I can hear them.” Realization came over his face in a wave. Pulling her, he made his way out the front door, the Sons of Beasts following behind them. 
 
    Grim was the first out of the SUV. “Vyr,” Grim greeted him, clasping his hand, but Riyah only cared about greeting another. One small boy. A toddler. Two years old. A lion. Green eyes. Little brawler. Dragon-hearted. 
 
    She blinked back tears because nothing was settled. Nothing. If it wasn’t meant to be, Grim and Rose would take the cub back to Ronin of the Tarian Pride. Her hope could still be demolished. 
 
    Rose got out, holding him—the boy from Beaston’s vision. 
 
    Riyah’s heart recognized him. 
 
    He was somber and curious, looking around, clinging to Rose. 
 
    Riyah stepped away from Vyr and approached Rose and the little boy. “Hiiiiii,” she whispered, trying to keep it together as she rubbed his little back. She could feel it. The feral little rumble that vibrated through his body. He was growling. 
 
    “This is Brayden,” Rose murmured. Her eyes were rimmed with moisture. “We can’t keep him.” 
 
    “Why not?” Vyr asked in a careful tone. He stood with his hands clasped behind his back, expression unreadable, but every muscle in his body was tense, and his eyes swam with…something. 
 
    “His father was Justin Moore,” Grim murmured, “the old Alpha of the Tarian Pride.” His face twisted with fury before he composed it again. “He took an extra female into the Pride before his death. A Dunn.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Torren said. “The child is half Dunn, half Tarian?” 
 
    “Yes,” Rose murmured. “When Justin was killed in that war with the Blackwing Crew, the one that so angered you, Vyr, it was then that Callie, Brayden’s mother, ran back to the Dunns. But they won’t accept a half-Tarian cub, and she won’t go rogue for him, so she left Brayden behind. She’s asked us to find him a home.” 
 
    “With a lion Pride?” Vyr asked. Oh, that was definitely hope in his eyes. He couldn’t take his attention off the child. 
 
    “She doesn’t have a preference. She just asked that he go to a mated pair who could protect him.” 
 
    “A dragon and a polar bear would do,” Nox said low. 
 
    Grim nodded once. “The Tarian Pride is in the middle of a shift in power. Half are trying to reestablish the lion council. Half are trying to put Ronin on the throne and rehabilitate the entire Pride. They’re monsters. I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that much.” 
 
    Vyr clenched his teeth hard. “Why do you think my dragon wanted to put an end to them and claim their territory?” 
 
    “You lost them,” Rose murmured. Her bottom lip quivered and she rubbed her cheeks, her blue eyes so round and full of emotion. “I can’t imagine what that did to you or your dragon, or what the loss did to Riyah. I can’t even imagine watching a person I love suffer like that. This would be taking in the cub of your enemy and raising him to be better than the Pride he was in. It’s an all-in kind of thing, Red Dragon.” 
 
    Brayden was looking at Riyah’s necklace, the locket her mother had given to her so long ago. She held out her hands, giving him the choice, and he took it. Growling little cub, he reached out and let her draw him against her chest. 
 
    Rose murmured, “He’s been passed around so much, he’s used to it. He hasn’t formed a bond with anyone. He deserves to settle.” 
 
    Vyr’s voice broke on his words. “The Tarian Pride won’t come back for him later?” 
 
    “If he goes to the half of the Pride who wants the council back in power, he will be raised to kill. That’s his fate,” Rose said in the saddest voice. “He’s the son of a high-ranking Dunn lioness and the son of a Tarian Alpha. He will be raised like a weapon.” 
 
    “Like you were,” Vyr said softly to Grim. 
 
    “Yes, just like me.” 
 
    Rose explained, “I’m the only female backing Ronin, and I don’t have it in me to raise a baby. I love him, but he needs a mother and a father. Callie is ready to sign the paperwork. And if by some slim chance we win the Tarian War, we have all voted and support you taking the child and making him one of the Sons of Beasts. And if the council is revived and we lose this war…” 
 
    “The they’ll have to rip him out from under the wings of the Red Dragon,” Grim finished softly. 
 
    Riyah waited, holding back tears, hugging the child as he played with her necklace. He already felt so important. Already felt like hers. She’d seen him long before she’d known him. She’d seen him in Beaston’s mind. 
 
    And now she could imagine the years ahead with Brayden, safe in their Crew, Vyr getting to be a father, the dragon having a chance to bond to offspring. To guide Brayden into being a good man instead of the weapon the Pride would turn him into. 
 
    Treasure, she whispered into Vyr’s mind. Choose this treasure. For me and the cub, but also for you. For Dane to grow up with. For Nox and Torren to love, for Candace and Nevada to covet and protect. Give the dragon the son I can’t give him. 
 
    “Can we do this?” he asked, his voice thick. “I mean…we don’t have anything for him.” 
 
    “Not true,” Nox said. “I have the nursery in my closet still.” 
 
    “Veto,” Riyah said with a laugh. To Vyr she promised him, “We can figure everything out. Do you…?” She adjusted Brayden on her hip. “Do you want to hold him?” 
 
    Vyr’s shoulders rose and fell as he stared at Brayden. And Brayden, brave little cub, he was holding the dragon’s gaze. 
 
    Sparking silver reptilian eyes met curious bright green ones. 
 
    Vyr stepped forward carefully, slowly, eyes never leaving his. There was no sound. It was as if the entire Crew were holding its breath. As if the wind had frozen and the leaves didn’t dare move on the trees. The birds were even silent. And when Vyr stopped shy of being able to reach the boy, Brayden released his grip on Riyah’s shirt and held out his arms to the Red Dragon. 
 
    Vyr closed the gap between them and grabbed Brayden, cradled him close, and walked away. Just…left. He walked to the edge of the woods, and with his back to all of them, he fell to his knees. There was a deafening crack as the earth split in a jagged line leading away from Vyr. The air shook with the chest-rattling noise of Vyr’s growl. No…not growl. As he rocked gently, side-to-side on his knees, it wasn’t a growl that took up every air molecule in the clearing. It was a purr. It was a sound of satisfaction. Of happiness, if a dragon was capable of such. 
 
    And from here, Riyah could so easily see the little fists of the child go around Vyr’s neck. Tiny, pale, clenched hands against a thick, tattooed neck. Tiny hands embracing a dragon. Accepting comfort from a dragon. 
 
    “C-can you feel that?” Nevada whispered as she stepped up beside Riyah and slipped her hand into hers. 
 
    Candace slipped her hand into Riyah’s other one. “Can you feel the bond?” 
 
    Riyah closed her eyes, let the power of the dragon’s humming take her over. She let her mind have the bond. It was glowing green and pulsing some beautiful color she couldn’t even identify. She couldn’t feel poison at all in it anymore. She searched for Vyr’s darkness, but there was none. 
 
    When she opened her eyes, Vyr’s shoulders were shaking, and she could hear the sniffles of her Crew beside her. Even Grim was wiping his eyes. The wind was whipping the trees all around, but she felt no breeze. Vyr had encompassed them all in a safe little bubble as his powers stormed through the woods. 
 
    And she could feel him. Her Vyr. There he was. His aura didn’t pulse a muddy brown anymore, but a brilliant purple. His dragon had so desperately needed an anchor, and now he was holding him—the boy who wouldn’t ever be the blood of his blood, but who could be the blood of his heart. 
 
    Come here, he whispered raggedly into Riyah’s mind. 
 
    Come here. Just like he’d told the Sons of Beasts all those months ago in the shifter prison. 
 
    She squeezed Candace and Nevada’s hands and released them. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she walked to her mate. The wind didn’t touch her still as she sank down beside him and hugged his waist. 
 
    “We were supposed to get here, to this moment. To this little lion. Can you feel him, Riyah? Can you feel how strong he is already?” Vyr’s voice was thick, and his eyes were closed as he hugged the boy with one arm and her with the other. “From the first time I knew you were mine, I always felt like there was something bigger, some bigger fate for us.” Intense, emotion-filled silver eyes leveled her. “It’s him.” 
 
    “I can feel it,” she murmured, pressing her face against his chest. She slipping her hand onto the child’s back. “Little lion raised as the heart of the Red Dragon.” 
 
    “He’s ours,” he said. 
 
    Riyah looked back behind them at Rose and Grim, and she nodded. He’s ours. Grim dipped his chin once and smiled. 
 
    It wasn’t just Brayden who was their fate. Vyr hadn’t been able to keep away from Grim for a reason, one Riyah hadn’t been able to figure out before now. Grim wasn’t just a monster who matched Vyr. He’d had an important job all along. Everything happened for a reason. 
 
    Vyr had given Grim the mountains and a Last Chance Crew to take care of so Grim and his inner Reaper could steady out and be okay. Vyr had saved him. 
 
    And what had Grim done in return? 
 
    He’d saved Vyr right back. 
 
    Good Alphas. 
 
    And everything…everything…was going to be just fine. 
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